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Translating Rousseau Between Venice and Istanbul: Enlightenment and 

Connected History in an Armenian Music Treatise (1812) 

 

Italian tunes are needed for the Italian, for the Turk, Turkish tunes would be needed. Each is affected only by 

accents that are familiar to him; his nerves yield to them only insofar as his mind disposes them to it: he must 

understand the language that is spoken to him for what is said to him to be able to move him.1 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essai sur l’origine des langues 

In order to bring forth this invention, which from time to time many men have worked on, it was necessary for 

there to be people skilled in the music of other nations; just as by the unity of various voices a melody is formed, 

in the same way, with the unified knowledge of the music of the Armenians, Greeks, Turks, and Latins, our 

[notation] was invented.2 

Minas Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn 

 

In 1743–4, Jean-Jacques Rousseau held a short-lived post as secretary to the French ambassador in 

Venice. His account of this sojourn in Confessions includes well-known descriptions of the concerts of 

the charitable scuole for poor girls and his revelatory discovery of the charms of Italian music.3 

Rousseau doesn’t mention whether, between his administrative duties and his ambivalent enjoyment of 

the pleasures of the city, he had the chance to take a boat across the lagoon to the Catholic Armenian 

monastery of San Lazzaro, which had been established over twenty years earlier. If he did go there, 

distant memories of the experience might have played a part in his decision to start wearing Armenian 

dress when he was in exile in the Swiss canton of Neuchâtel (then under the jurisdiction of Frederick 

the Great) in 1762–5. In any case, the immediate reason was ostensibly health-related: Rousseau was 

plagued by urinary problems and a loose-fitting robe would make it easier to use a catheter. As luck 

would have it, there happened to be an Armenian tailor who regularly visited a relative in Montmorency, 

the small commune outside Paris where Rousseau had written Émile (the draconian reaction to which 

 
1 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ‘Essay on the Origin of Languages, in which Melody and Musical Imitation are Treated’, 
Essay on the Origin of Languages and Writings Related to Music, trans. John T. Scott (Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1998), 289–332 (p. 324). 
2 Minas Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn or ē Hamaṙōt Teghekut‘iwn Erazhshtakan Skzbants‘ Elewējut‘eants‘ 
Eghanakats‘ ew Nshanagrats‘ Khazits‘, 1815, ed. Aram K‘erovbean (Yerevan: Kirk‘ Hratarakch‘ut‘iwn, 1997), 
73. Translations are mine unless indicated otherwise. Although it does not reflect the phonetic values of Western 
Armenian (which would be more appropriate to the environment in which most of the source texts originated), 
for the sake of consistency, Romanization of Armenian follows American Libraries Association–Library of 
Congress (ALA–LC) guidelines. Two exceptions are made for commonly used terms: the notation system under 
discussion is referred to as ‘Hampartsum’ (rather than ‘Hambardzum’) notation, and the order of monks as 
‘Mekhitarist’ (rather than ‘Mkhit‘arist’). However, these are given according to ALA–LC romanization when 
used as proper names.    
3 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Confessions and Correspondence, including the Letters to Malesherbes, trans. 
Christopher Kelly (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1995), 263–5. 
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had forced him to flee France).4 Of course, this doesn’t explain why he also needed to wear a fur kalpak, 

as depicted in a portrait by the Scottish society painter Allan Ramsay in 1766, completed while 

Rousseau was a guest of David Hume in London (fig. 1).5  

[Insert fig. 1 near here] 

Rousseau’s choice of dress might be understood as a simple case of orientalism: a form of masquerade, 

as Matthew Head has suggested, that sits comfortably alongside the eighteenth-century European 

fashion for turquerie and garbled parodies of Ottoman music and manners by the likes of Lully, 

Rameau, Handel and Mozart.6 Certainly, the reactions of his contemporaries would seem to support 

such an interpretation: Rousseau was delighted that, upon seeing him in Armenian costume for the first 

time, his patron in Neuchâtel, the Scottish Jacobite Earl Keith, greeted him with the pseudo-Arabic 

‘salamaleki’.7 So far, so orientalist. Yet Rousseau’s – and indeed the Earl Keith’s – interest in the East 

was more than skin-deep, as the historian Ian Coller has shown.8 Rousseau’s father Isaac spent seven 

years in Istanbul as watchmaker to the Ottoman court, and another relative grew up in Isfahan before 

becoming French consul at Basra. In his late teens, Rousseau travelled around Switzerland on a quixotic 

fundraising mission with a (possibly bogus) Greek Orthodox priest from Jerusalem. In Neuchâtel, the 

Earl Keith’s household included a young woman called Emetullah, described as ‘a Moslem from 

Armenia’, as well as ‘Ibrahim the Tartar, said by Keith to be related to the Grand Lama; Stéphan the 

Kalmouk; and Motcho the Negro’.9 Rousseau was also accompanied in Neuchâtel by his beloved dog, 

Sultan (his previous dog, Turc, was put down in 1761). As Coller has argued, Rousseau’s personal ties 

and fascination with the East informed his political and philosophical views, as expressed in Émile and 

other works, and suggest the possibility of a more nuanced approach to relations between Europe and 

the Islamicate world during the age of Enlightenment. 

Coller suggests that one source of inspiration for Rousseau’s favourable portrayal of Muslim society in 

the sequel to Émile might have been the story of the ‘generous Turk’ in the first entrée of Rameau’s Les 

 
4 Rousseau, Confessions, 502–3. 
5 Maurice Cranston, The Solitary Self: Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Exile and Adversity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997), 161–4. 
6 Matthew Head, Orientalism, Masquerade and Mozart’s Turkish Music (London, 2000), 145. Cf. Simon During, 
‘Rousseau’s Patrimony: Primitivism, Romance and Becoming Other’, Colonial Discourse/Postcolonial Theory, 
ed. Francis Baker, Peter Hulme and Margaret Iversen (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), 47–71 
(pp. 62–3). 
7 Rousseau, Confessions, 503. For a discussion of how this expression became naturalized in the culture and music 
of Enlightenment Europe, see Catherine Mayes, ‘“Salamelica”: New Thoughts on Volpino and His Aria in Act 
III of Lo Speziale’, Eighteenth-Century Music, 17 (2020), 73–85. 
8 Ian Coller, ‘Rousseau’s Turban: Entangled Encounters of Europe and Islam in the Age of Enlightenment’, 
Historical Reflections, 40 (2014), 56–77. 
9 Cranston, Solitary Self, 19. Emetullah had been ‘rescued’ by Keith’s brother during the war in 1735–9 between 
the Ottomans and a Russian-Habsburg alliance over control of the Black Sea. Rousseau undertook to educate her 
in preparation for her baptism, and she seems to have regarded him with mutual affection. See ibid., 19–20, 34–
5; Coller, ‘Rousseau’s Turban’, 70–71. 
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Indes Galantes (1735).10 Larry Wolff has similarly argued that operatic depictions of the Ottomans 

during the long eighteenth century were characterized by a sympathetic attitude due to a lowered sense 

of military threat following the failed siege of Vienna in 1683.11 However, while Wolff is attentive to 

the geopolitical context of orientalist operas, like most other writers on this subject he focuses solely 

on European perceptions and representations, and omits serious consideration of Ottoman musical, 

cultural or intellectual practices on their own terms (aside from some obligatory references to the 

janissary band).12 Relatedly, Wolff takes for granted that the Enlightenment was an essentially 

European affair, albeit one that was shaped through contacts with other cultures and the reflexive 

philosophizing that this engendered. Coller’s considerably less Eurocentric account reveals some of the 

material networks that connected Paris and London with Algiers or Istanbul, but he stops short of 

examining in detail the experiences and perceptions of the non-Europeans whom Rousseau 

encountered. Thus, while these scholars advocate for a more global conception of the Enlightenment, it 

is still one that is seen and heard predominantly through the eyes and ears of western Europeans. The 

same holds true, of course, for other studies of European perceptions of the Ottoman Empire or more 

distant lands during the early modern period.13 

Yet might it be possible to recover other experiences of connected early modern worlds? Those of, for 

example, the Armenian tailor and his relative on the outskirts of Paris, or the young Muslim woman 

from the Caucasus, or the Greek Orthodox priest who ended up on the gallows in a provincial Dutch 

town? Following such threads might reveal a different kind of cosmopolitan geography, one that is 

connected to but not centred on the metropolitan cities of western Europe, and in which Istanbul or 

Isfahan might, for some of those who travelled along its roads and byways, exert a more powerful 

centripetal force than Paris or Vienna. This suggests that there may also be multiple directions of travel 

and circulation: not just Europeans going ‘there’ and coming back ‘here’ with tales and tokens of the 

East, but also those who set out to reach the westernmost lands of Eurasia, sometimes settling there, 

sometimes returning home to explain the customs of the locals to their compatriots or to make good on 

 
10 Coller, ‘Rousseau’s Turban’, 63–4.  
11 Larry Wolff, The Singing Turk: Ottoman Power and Operatic Emotions on the European Stage from the Siege 
of Vienna to the Age of Napoleon (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016). 
12 For similar discussions of the representation of the Ottomans in European music, see e.g. Head, Orientalism; 
Ralph P. Locke, Music and the Exotic from the Renaissance to Mozart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2015), 287–323; Thomas Betzwieser, Exotismus und ‘Türkenoper’ in der franzözischen Musik des Ancien 
Régime: Studien zu einem ästhetischen Phänomen (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1993); Michael Hüttler and Hans Ernst 
Weidinger, eds., Ottoman Empire and European Theatre, 5 vols. (Vienna: Hollitzer,Verlag, 2013–19). 
13 See e.g. Jürgen Osterhammel, Unfabling the East: The Enlightenment’s Encounter with Asia, trans. Robert 
Savage (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018); Gerald MacLean, The Rise of Oriental Travel: English 
Visitors to the Ottoman Empire, 1580–1720 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Sabine Schülting, Sabine 
Lucia Müller, and Ralf Hertel, eds., Early Modern Encounters with the Islamic East: Performing Cultures 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2012); Felicity Nussbaum, ed., The Global Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005). 
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a business deal that financed the journey.14 We might even ask what these lesser-known cosmopolitans 

– including those who, like Rousseau, did not venture far but discovered other worlds through reading 

and personal encounters – thought about Rousseau and his notions of Enlightenment, or indeed about 

his notions of harmony. Might we conceive, in other words, not just of an alternative geographical 

mapping, but of alternative intellectual networks that exist outside of, though still in relation to, the 

discursive domain of the European Enlightenment? And how might this change our understanding of 

what it means to write ‘connected’ or ‘global’ histories of music? 

This essay explores these questions through the lens of a musical treatise written in 1812 by the Catholic 

Armenian polymath Minas Bzhshkean (1777–1851).15 The treatise discusses the reform of the notation 

system used in Armenian church music, which was undertaken in collaboration with Bzhshkean’s 

patrons, the Tiwzean family, and the musician Hambardzum Limōnchean (1768–1839). My primary 

concern is not with the practical adoption of the new notation system or its technical aspects, but with 

the global historical and intellectual context in which the idea of notational reform emerged. The 

invention of Hampartsum notation has usually been interpreted within the nationalistic framework of 

either Armenian or Turkish music history.16 As I will show, however, it emerged out of a much more 

complex and extensive conjunction of factors, including interactions between different confessional 

groups in the Ottoman Empire as well as the transimperial networks of the Armenian diaspora. These 

networks were shaped by forced migrations, commercial ties, and contacts between Eastern Christians 

and Catholic missionaries. Above all, the notational reform was the result of an intellectual revival led 

by the Mekhitarist monastic order of San Lazzaro, which involved a critical engagement with the 

Enlightenment and played a central role in Armenian cultural life from the mid-eighteenth to mid-

nineteenth centuries. While the movement has long been studied as an aspect of Armenian intellectual 

 
14 For a comprehensive overview of Ottoman travel writing about Europe, see Caspar Hillebrand, ‘Ottoman Travel 
Accounts to Europe: An Overview of their Historical Development and a Commented Researchers’ List’, 
Venturing Beyond Borders: Reflections on Genre, Function and Boundaries in Middle Eastern Travel Writing, 
ed. Bekim Agai, Olcay Akyıldız and Caspar Hillebrand (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2013), 53–74, 227–62. For 
other studies of non-European perceptions of and experiences in Europe, see Michael H. Fisher, Counterflows to 
Colonialism: India Travellers and Settlers in Britain, 1600–1857 (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2004); Olivette Otele, 
African Europeans: An Untold History (London: Hurst and Co., 2020); Hamid Dabashi, Reversing the Colonial 
Gaze: Persian Travelers Abroad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020); Jenny Huangfu Day, Qing 
Travelers to the Far West: Diplomacy and the Information Order in Late Imperial China (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018). 
15 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn. The fair and draft copy of the manuscript are both held at the library of San Lazzaro 
Mekhitarist Monastery, Venice. References in the present article (except figures 4 and 5) are to K‘erovbean’s 
published edition.  
16 Apart from K‘erovbean’s introduction to Erazhshtut‘iwn, the most accurate published account of the history of 
Hampartsum notation is found in Aram Kerovpyan and Altuğ Yılmaz, Klasik Osmanlı Müziği ve Ermeniler 
(Istanbul: Sırp Pırgıç Ermeni Hastanesi Vakfı, 2010), 83–105. For technical introductions to the notation system, 
see Aram Kerovpyan, Manuel de notation musicale arménienne moderne (Tutzing: Hans Schneider, 2001); 
Heinz-Peter Seidel, ‘Die Notenschrift des Hamparsum Limonciyan: Ein Schlüssel’, Mitteilungen der deutschen 
Gesellschaft für Musik des Orients, 12 (1973–4), 72–124. For a useful overview of other Armenian notation 
systems, see Haig Utidjian, ‘A Brief Survey of Musical Notation in Armenian Sacred Music’, Reflections on 
Armenia and the Christian Orient: Studies in Honour of Vrej Nersessian, ed. Christiane Esche-Ramshorn 
(Yerevan: Ankyunacar Publishing, 2017), 261–84. 
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history, and more recently in relation to global histories of print, little attention has been paid to its 

intersections with music history. However, a study of connections between the Mekhitarist revival and 

efforts towards musical reform in the Ottoman Empire provides a rich opportunity for thinking about 

music and enlightenment in global historical context. 

In what follows, I first consider how recent scholarship on the global history of the Enlightenment might 

be applied to the study of music history. I then situate Bzhshkean’s treatise and career within a 

transimperial network of cultural production and patronage, sketching the connected material and 

intellectual histories which converged in the impetus towards notational reform. In the main parts of 

the essay, through a detailed analysis of the opening chapters of the treatise, I discuss how Bzhshkean 

interpreted European writing on music by authors including Rousseau, Kircher and other, lesser-known 

figures, and how he integrated these ideas with those drawn from Armenian, Greek and Ottoman 

intellectual and musical traditions. In the concluding section, I compare the invention of Hampartsum 

notation with other projects of musical reform in the Ottoman Empire, including the contemporaneous 

reform of Greek notation, especially with regards to their engagement with the emancipatory politics of 

the Enlightenment. Finally, by reconsidering Rousseau’s own notation system and his Essai sur 

l’origine des langues within this expanded historical framework, I offer some reflections on how the 

Armenian notational reform might offer new ways to think about the nexus between music, language, 

and national identity in the Enlightenment and beyond. 

Music, Enlightenment and Connected History 

Research on music and global history during the Enlightenment has generally focused on encounters 

between western travellers or settlers and indigenous music traditions, and the representation of non-

European musics in eighteenth-century western scholarship.17 Needless to say, these areas are closely 

linked to European economic and colonial expansion during the early modern period, and the 

 
17 Roger Mathew Grant, ‘Colonial Galant: Three Analytical Perspectives from the Chiquitano Missions’, Journal 
of the American Musicological Society, 75 (2022), 129–162; Qingfan Jiang, ‘In Search of the “Oriental Origin”: 
Rameau, Rousseau and Chinese Music in Eighteenth-Century France’, Eighteenth-Century Music, 19 (2022), 
125–49; Maria Semi, ‘Writing about Polyphony, Talking about Civilization: Charles Burney’s Musical “Corns 
and Acorns”’, Music and Letters 103 (2021), 60–87; Nathan John Martin, ‘Rousseau’s Air Chinois’, Eighteenth-
Century Music, 18 (2021), 41–64; Thomas Irvine, Listening to China: Sound and the Sino-Western Encounter, 
1770–1839 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2020); Sarah Eyerly, Moravian Soundscapes: A Sonic 
History of the Moravian Missions in Early Pennsylvania (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020); Kevin 
C. Karnes, ‘Inventing Eastern Europe in the Ear of the Enlightenment’, Journal of the American Musicological 
Society, 71 (2018), 75–108; Estelle Joubert, ‘Analytical Encounters: Global Music Criticism and Enlightenment 
Ethnomusicology’, Studies on a Global History of Music: A Balzan Musicology Project, ed. Reinhard Strohm 
(London: Routledge, 2018), 42– 60; Philip V. Bohlman, ‘Johann Gottfried Herder and the Global Moment of 
World-Music History’, The Cambridge History of World Music, ed. Philip V. Bohlman,(Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 255–76; Sebastian Klotz, ‘Tartini the Indian: Perspectives on World Music in the 
Enlightenment’, The Cambridge History of World Music, ed. Philip V. Bohlman (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 277–97; Vanessa Agnew, Enlightenment Orpheus: The Power of Music in Other Worlds 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); David R. M. Irving, ‘The Pacific in the Minds and Music of 
Enlightenment Europe’, Eighteenth-Century Music, 2 (2005), 205–29; Gary Tomlinson, ‘Vico’s Songs: Detours 
at the Origins of (Ethno)Musicology’, The Musical Quarterly, 83 (1999): 344–77. 
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concomitant shift in subjectivity whereby Europeans came to view themselves and their music as 

uniquely civilized. But while it is essential to acknowledge that the Enlightenment was constituted by 

what Enrique Dussel (referring to modernity) calls ‘a dialectical relation with a non-European 

alterity’18, it is equally important to understand how non-European actors themselves contributed to the 

emergence of global modernity through material networks and activities as well as intellectual and 

cultural practices. The global circulation of ideas associated with the Enlightenment during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries occurred via convoluted pathways of appropriation, translation and 

reinterpretation in diverse local conditions. As Sebastian Conrad argues, to the extent that this process 

actualized the purported universality of the Enlightenment, not as a unilateral process of diffusion or 

colonial imposition but through creative acts of synthesis and reinvention by local actors with their own 

ideals and intentions, ‘[s]ocial groups in Istanbul, Manila and Shanghai literally made the 

Enlightenment’.19  

Drawing inspiration from Conrad’s critical reappraisal of the Enlightenment, I suggest that music 

history might also be reconceptualized within a more pluralistic, multicentred and connected 

framework. At first sight, the debate about notational reform within the Catholic Armenian community 

may appear to be a highly localized issue, of little consequence for larger historical or methodological 

questions. Yet as I will show, it can be adequately understood only by taking into account its 

connections with broader historical processes, social groups and cultural practices both within and 

beyond the Ottoman Empire. Scholars such as Jean-Paul Ghobrial and Sebouh Aslanian have shown 

how the mobility and cultural syncretism of Eastern Christians in the early modern Islamicate world 

can provide a vivid illustration of the interaction between microhistorical and global processes.20 

Indeed, as Sanjay Subrahmanyam points out in his seminal article on connected history, it is precisely 

 
18 Enrique Dussel, ‘Eurocentrism and Modernity (Introduction to the Frankfurt Lectures)’ boundary 2, 20 (1993), 
65–76 (p. 65). See also Daniel Carey and Lynn Festa, eds., The Postcolonial Enlightenment: Eighteenth-Century 
Colonialism and Postcolonial Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Dipesh Chakrabarty, 
Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference, reissue (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2008). 
19 Sebastian Conrad, ‘Enlightenment in Global History: A Historiographical Critique’, American Historical 
Review, 117 (2012), 999–1027 (p. 1025). Emphasis in original. 
20 John-Paul A. Ghobrial, ‘The Secret Life of Elias of Babylon and the Uses of Global Microhistory’, Past and 
Present, 222 (2014), 51–93; Sebouh David Aslanian, ‘“Many Have Come Here and Have Deceived Us”: Some 
Notes on Asateur Vardapet (1644–1728), an Itinerant Armenian Monk in Europe’, Handes Amsorya, 83 (2019), 
133–94. For other studies of connected history within and beyond the early modern Ottoman Empire, see Pascal 
W. Firges, Tobias P. Graf, Christian Roth and Gülay Tulasoğlu, eds., Well-Connected Domains: Towards an 
Entangled Ottoman History (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Natalie Rothman, Brokering Empire: Trans-Imperial Subjects 
Between Venice and Istanbul (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012); Suraiya Faroqhi, The Ottoman Empire and 
the World Around It (London: I. B. Tauris, 2004); Virginia H. Aksan and Daniel Goffmann, eds. The Early 
Modern Ottomans: Remapping the Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). On the 
Enlightenment and the Ottoman Islamic world, see Alexander Bevilacqua, The Republic of Arabic Letters: Islam 
and the European Enlightenment (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018); Carter Vaughn Findley, 
Enlightening Europe on Islam and the Ottomans: Mouradgea d’Ohsson and His Masterpiece (Leiden: Brill, 
2019); Marinos Sariyannis, ‘The Limits of Going Global: The Case of the ‘Ottoman Enlightenment(s)’, History 
Compass, 18 (2020) https://doi-org.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/10.1111/hic3.12623 (accessed 17 May 2022). 

https://doi-org.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/10.1111/hic3.12623


8 
 

such cases of cultural syncretism, which often fall through the gaps between national, linguistic, and 

disciplinary boundaries, that are most valuable for thinking about connectedness.21 An awareness of 

globality should not obscure the local contexts that are essential for understanding the ways in which 

people make sense of and embody processes of connection. Moreover, connectedness encompasses not 

just encounters between Europeans and non-Europeans, but  local, regional and global entanglements 

between multiple cultural and linguistic groups, both over the longue durée and in the more intensive 

forms associated with modernity. Hence, while a connected historiographical framework offers the 

possibility of transcending the boundaries of the nation-state, this relates as much to Armenian, Turkish 

or Greek national histories as to British, French or German.  

In the present essay, then, I am interested in the complexities and ambiguities that arise from deep 

histories of cultural and political entanglement, and the ways in which the ideals of the Enlightenment 

were interpreted musically by non-European subjects. By taking a non-European source and its local 

context as an initial vantage point, I want to suggest that contact with European ideas or practices was 

not always the most important factor in processes of musical reform, and that they often jostled for 

attention alongside many other streams of intellectual discourse, social alliances, and cultural 

practices.22 This is also to suggest an alternative to the familiar story of state-led efforts to institute 

European musical practices as an aspect of military and bureaucratic reform, and the diffusion of 

western art music and its conventions into global contexts.23 In order to write more inclusive, 

multicentred and fine-grained global histories of music, it is crucial that we take into serious 

consideration local non-European histories and social conditions, and recognize that these are equally 

as complex and multifaceted as the better known and perhaps more attractive stories of encounters 

between westerners and exotic others. In this way, we might gain an unfamiliar perspective on the place 

of Europe in global music history, which does not locate it at the centre of the narrative, but somewhere 

within a deeper and broader mix of historical processes and entanglements. We can begin to explore 

 
21 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Connected Histories: Notes Towards a Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia’, 
Modern Asian Studies, 31 (1997), 735–62 (pp. 757–8). 
22 For a similar discussion of the translation of European music theory in Qing China, see Sheryl Chow, ‘A 
Localised Boundary Object: Seventeenth-Century Western Music Theory in China’, Early Music History, 39 
(2020), 75–113.  
23 See e.g. Nicholas Cook, ‘Western Music as World Music’, The Cambridge History of World Music, ed. Philip 
V. Bohlman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 75–99; Bob van der Linden, ‘Non-Western 
National Music and Empire in Global History: Interactions, Uniformities, and Comparisons’, Journal of Global 
History, 10 (2015), 431–56; Jürgen Osterhammel, ‘Globale Horizonte europäischer Kunstmusik, 1860–1930’, 
Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 38 (2012), 86–132; Martin Rempe, ‘Cultural Brokers in Uniform: The Global Rise 
of Military Musicians and Their Music’, Itinerario, 41 (2017), 327–52; Geoffrey Baker, Imposing Harmony: 
Music and Society in Colonial Cuzco (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); David R. M. Irving, Colonial 
Counterpoint: Music in Early Modern Manila (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). On European music in 
the Ottoman Empire, see Özgecan Karadağlı, ‘Western Performing Arts in the Late Ottoman Empire: 
Accommodation and Formation’ Context, 46 (2020), 17–33; Selçuk Alimdar, Osmanlı’da Batı Müziği (Istanbul: 
Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 2016); Emre Aracı, Donizetti Paşa: Osmanlı Sarayının İtalyan Maestrosu 
(Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2006); Federico Spinetti, ed., Giuseppe Donizetti Pascià: Traiettorie musicali e 
storiche tra Italia e Turchia (Bergamo: Fondazione Donizetti, 2010). 
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such entanglements through a consideration of the Armenian reception of the Enlightenment via the 

Mekhitarist order, and especially the career of one of its foremost representatives, Minas Bzhshkean.  

Minas Bzhshkean and the Mekhitarist Revival 

The monastery of San Lazzaro was established in 1717 by Mkhit‘ar Sebastats‘i (1676–1749).24 Born in 

the Ottoman town of Sivas in central Anatolia, Mkhit‘ar probably converted to Catholicism through 

contact with Armenian graduates of the Collegio Urbano de Propaganda Fide as well as Jesuit 

missionaries in Aleppo.25 In 1703, having fallen foul of both the Armenian patriarch and the Ottoman 

authorities in Istanbul, Mkhit‘ar and a small group of disciples fled to the ill-fated Kingdom of the 

Morea, which had been established by the Venetian Republic four years previously. When the Ottomans 

reconquered the territory in 1715, Mkhit‘ar and his followers sought refuge in Venice, where they were 

granted permission to build a monastery on the island of San Lazzaro. With papal recognition, the 

Mekhitarists adopted a version of Benedictine rule (which, importantly, allowed a high degree of 

latitude for individual communities), and soon began to publish books, initially using local printers.  

During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, San Lazzaro was an extraordinarily productive 

centre of scholarship and printing, and Mekhitarist books were distributed across Europe and Asia, often 

for use in schools affiliated with the order.26 While the majority of these books were on religious topics, 

they also included works on secular subjects. Like ‘visionary drudges’ elsewhere,  the monks of San 

Lazzaro laboured over grammars, lexicons and dictionaries which helped to transform a widely 

dispersed diaspora into an imagined cultural-linguistic community.27 Abbot Mkhit‘ar himself published 

the first grammar of vernacular Armenian in 1727, followed three years later by a grammar of the 

classical language. The first volume of Mkhit‘ar’s dictionary of Armenian was published in 1749, six 

years before Samuel Johnson’s dictionary of English.28 In addition, the Mekhitarists collected, edited 

 
24 For the most up-to-date account of the Mekhitarist order, see Sebouh David Aslanian, ‘The “Great Schism” of 
1773: Venice and the Founding of the Armenian Community in Trieste’, Reflections of Armenian Identity in 
History and Historiography, ed. Houri Berberian and Touraj Daryaee ([Irvine]: UCI Jordan Center for Persian 
Studies, 2018), 83–131. For more general overviews, see Razmik Panossian, The Armenians: From Kings and 
Priests to Merchants and Commissars (London: C. Hurst & Co., 2006), 101–9; John Whooley, ‘The Mekhitarists: 
Religion, Culture and Ecumenism in Armenian-Catholic Relations’, Eastern Christianity: Studies in Modern 
History, Religion and Politics, ed. Anthony O’Mahoney (London: Melisende, 2004), 452–89; Kevork B. 
Bardakjian, The Mekhitarist Contributions to Armenian Culture and Scholarship: Notes to Accompany an Exhibit 
of Armenian Printed Books in the Widener Library Displayed on the 300th anniversary of Mekhitar of Sebastia, 
1676–1749 (Cambridge: Middle Eastern Department, Harvard College Library, [1976]).   
25 The Mekhitarist movement can be situated within a global ‘age of confessionalism’ that encompassed the 
Islamicate world as well as Europe during the early modern period. For further discussion, see Aslanian, ‘The 
“Great Schism”’, 88–9. 
26 Sebouh David Aslanian, ‘Reader Response and the Circulation of Mkhit‘arist Books Across the Armenian 
Communities of the Early Modern Indian Ocean’, Journal of the Society for Armenian Studies, 22 (2013), 31–70. 
27 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised 
edition (London: Verso, 2006), 71. 
28 Panossian, The Armenians, 104. 
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and published classical Armenian manuscripts, wrote new works on history and geography, and 

translated religious and secular European books.  

Although they were affiliated with Rome, the Mekhitarists were dedicated to the ‘renaissance’ 

(veratsnund) of the entire Armenian nation (including Apostolic Armenians, who vastly outnumbered 

Catholic Armenians). They believed Armenians had fallen into a state of ignorance and dispersion 

which could be reversed through education, linguistic standardization, and a consequent revival of their 

past cultural greatness and unity. The Mekhitarist revival has therefore often been understood as a 

prelude to the Armenian nationalist movements that emerged in the late nineteenth century.29 To be 

sure, there were isolated calls to establish an independent Armenian state by figures such as Israel Ori 

(1658–1711) and the adventurer Joseph Emin (1726–1809), who, together with a group of merchants 

in Madras, published a prototypical constitution in the 1780s. But these revolutionary ideas were on the 

whole denounced by the Armenian Church, and the Mekhitarists were similarly opposed to projects of 

political – rather than spiritual or intellectual – liberation.30  

The majority of Armenians lived in Islamicate empires, and negotiated a complex relationship between 

communal identity and assimilation to their wider cultural environment. By the late eighteenth century, 

Istanbul was the largest diasporic centre, and thus the largest market for Mekhitarist books.31 The monks 

of San Lazzaro typically hailed from the Turkish-speaking Armenian communities of the Ottoman 

Empire. A large number of books and periodicals published by the order were therefore in Armeno-

Turkish (i.e. Turkish in Armenian script), including translations of works such as Pope’s Essay on Man, 

Voltaire’s Candide, and Metastasio’s oratorios.32 Monks who had completed their training at San 

Lazzaro often returned to the Ottoman Empire to establish schools and minister to local Armenian 

communities.  

The Mekhitarist revival was facilitated by global diasporic connections, and by a longer history of 

printing that began with the establishment of the first Armenian press in Venice in 1512. Books printed 

 
29 See e.g. Panossian, The Armenians; Boghos Levon Zekiyan, The Armenian Way to Modernity: Armenian 
Identity Between Tradition and Innovation, Specificity and Universality (Venice: Supernova, 1997); Vahé 
Oshagan, ‘From Enlightenment to Renaissance: The Armenian Experience’, Enlightenment and Diaspora: The 
Armenian and Jewish Cases, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian and David N. Myers (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 
145–80; Vahé Oshagan, ‘Modern Armenian Literature and Intellectual History from 1700 to 1915’, The Armenian 
People from Ancient to Modern Times, ed. Richard G. Hovannisian, 2nd edition (New York: St Martin’s Press, 
2004), ii: Foreign Domination to Statehood: The Fifteenth Century to the Twentieth Century, 139–74. 
30 Vazken Ghougassian, ‘The Quest for Enlightenment and Liberation: The Case of the Armenian Community of 
India in the Late Eighteenth Century’, Enlightenment and Diaspora: The Armenian and Jewish Cases, ed. Richard 
G. Hovannisian and David N. Myers (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 241–64; Sebouh D. Aslanian: ‘A Reader 
Responds to Joseph Emin’s Life and Adventures: Notes toward a “History of Reading” in Late Eighteenth Century 
Madras’, Handes Amsorya, 126 (2016), 363–418. 
31 Aslanian, ‘Reader Response’; Sebouh D. Aslanian, ‘“Prepared in the Language of the Hagarites”: Abbot 
Mkhitar’s 1727 Armeno-Turkish Grammar of Modern Western Armenian’, Journal of the Society for Armenian 
Studies, 25 (2016), 54–86. 
32 Aslanian, ‘“Prepared in the Language of the Hagarites”’, 60; Andreas Tietze, ‘Kain und Abel (Die armeno-
türkische Übersetzung eines Oratoriums von Metastasio)’, Rocznik Orientalistyczny, 49 (1994), 191–217. 
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here and in other port cities such as Amsterdam, Marseille, Istanbul or Madras were financed and 

distributed via mercantile and ecclesiastical networks that extended from the North Sea to the Indian 

Ocean.33 Thus, as Sebouh Aslanian has argued, the Mekhitarist revival cannot be interpreted solely 

within the framework of Armenian national history, but must be situated in relation to developments in 

both Europe and the Islamicate world, and as an aspect of larger global connections during the early 

modern period. At the same time, the movement belongs intellectually to what David Sorkin has called 

the ‘religious Enlightenment’, encompassing developments such as the Jewish Haskalah, which was 

similarly led by a clerical intelligentsia and supported by a mercantile diaspora, but also similar projects 

of reform within Protestant and Catholic contexts.34 As I will discuss below, there are close similarities 

– but also significant divergences – with the Greek Enlightenment, particularly as this related to ideas 

of musical reform.  

The entanglements of the Armenian Enlightenment with developments in Europe and the Ottoman 

Empire are well illustrated by the career of Minas Bzhshkean.35 While Bzhshkean is an obscure figure 

in musicology, a brief discussion of his biography and publications will help to situate his musical 

treatise within a wider intellectual and historical framework. Born in 1777 in Trabzon, an Ottoman port 

on the Black Sea coast, Bzhshkean (fig. 2) was sent to San Lazzaro at the age of twelve and became a 

doctor of the church (vardapet) in 1804. He then returned to the Ottoman Empire, arriving in Istanbul 

in 1808. He entered the household of the Tiwzeans (known in Turkish as Düzyan or Düzoğlu), who 

were Catholic and perhaps the wealthiest and most powerful Armenian family in the empire at the time. 

Bzhshkean served them as a private confessor and tutor, and was the head of a Mekhitarist school 

established by the family in Galata, a district with a high proportion of European and non-Muslim 

residents. In 1812, he completed a treatise on music (intended for publication in 1815), which is 

discussed in detail below. In 1815, Bzhshkean left Istanbul to take up an ecclesiastical post in Trabzon, 

before moving again (in around 1822) to Karasupazar (present-day Bilohirsk) in the Crimea, once the 

centre of an Ottoman vassal state ruled by Tatar Muslims, but part of the Russian Empire since being 

 
33 Aslanian, ‘Reader Response’; Sebouh D. Aslanian, ‘Port Cities and Printers: Reflections on Early Modern 
Global Armenian Print Culture’, Book History, 17 (2014), 51–93. 
34 David Sorkin, The Religious Enlightenment: Protestants, Jews, and Catholics from London to Vienna 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008). See also Ulrich L. Lehner, The Catholic Enlightenment: The 
Forgotten History of a Global Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). For comparative perspectives 
on the Armenian and Jewish reception of Enlightenment thought, see Richard G. Hovannisian and David N. 
Myers, eds., Enlightenment and Diaspora: The Armenian and Jewish Cases (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999). 
35 For Bzhshkean’s biography, see A. Ōhanyan and N. T‘ahmizyan, ‘Bzhshkean, Minas’, Haykakan Sovetakan 
Hanragitaran, ed. V. H. Hambardzumyan, M. V. Arzumanyan and A. B. Simonyan, 13 vols. (Yerevan: Haykakan 
SSH Gitut‘yunneri Akademia, 1974–87), iv: 435; Gaṙnik Step‘anyan, Kensagrakan Baṙaran, 3 vols. (Yerevan: 
Hayastan Hratarakch‘ut‘yun, 1978), i: 199; A. D. Vardumyan, ‘Minas Bžškean et la notation musicale arménienne 
moderne’, trans. L. Ketcheyan, Revue des études arméniennes (nouvelle série), 17 (1983), 565–77 (p. 568). 
Descriptive notes on many of Bzhshkean’s publications are provided in Vrej Nersessian, Catalogue of Early 
Armenian Books, 1512–1850 (London: The British Library, 1980). For a recent assessment of Bzhshkean’s place 
in Armenian intellectual and literary history, see Marc Nichanian, Mourning Philology: Art and Religion at the 
Margins of the Ottoman Empire, trans. G. M. Goshgarian and Jeff Fort (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2014), 83–90. 
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annexed by Catherine the Great in 1783. At some point before 1830, he moved to Lemberg (present-

day Lvov) in Galicia, which had been incorporated by the Habsburgs during the partition of Poland in 

1772, and where a Kipchak Turkish-speaking Armenian community had lived since the late medieval 

period.36 It was here that Bzhshkean died in 1851. 

[Insert fig. 2 near here] 

Bzhshkean was a prolific author, and his publications demonstrate the significance of his contribution 

to the Mekhitarist movement as well as the intellectual scope of the latter. Although Bzhshkean moved 

between Armenian diasporic centres in Europe, the Ottoman Empire, and Russia, he sent all of his 

books to San Lazzaro for publication. Several of these, including his translation of Robinson Crusoe 

(1817), were among the first literary works to be published in vernacular Armenian.37 As well as a 

number of other works for children, Bzhskean published a pioneering historical and geographical study 

of the Black Sea (1819), a history of the Armenian communities of Galicia and the Crimea (1830), and 

a two-volume history of the papacy (1838).38 He also contributed to the Mekhitarist philological project 

by publishing works on Armenian and Russian grammar.39 His ‘polyglot grammar’ of 1844, which was 

dedicated to Tsar Nicholas I, compares more than a dozen different languages in six different scripts 

(fig. 3).40 

[Insert fig. 3 near here] 

In addition to his scholarly activities, Bzhshkean was closely involved in both pedagogy and 

performative practices including music and theatre, which were supported by his patrons in Istanbul. 

Bzhshkean is credited with staging the first scripted Turkish-language plays in the Ottoman Empire, a 

practice that was adopted for the education of novices at San Lazzaro in the 1730s.41 The plays were 

performed at Mekhitarist schools and at the Tiwzeans’ residences, which were sites of cultural 

production and intellectual debate. The Tiwzean family had been in charge of the Ottoman imperial 

 
36 On the Armenians of Lvov, see Eleonora Nadel-Golobič, ‘Armenians and Jews in Medieval Lvov: Their Role 
in Oriental Trade’, Cahiers du monde russe et soviétique, 20, nos. 3–4 (1979), 345–88; Edmond Schütz, ‘An 
Armeno-Kipchak Document of 1640 from Lvov and its Background in Armenia and the Diaspora’, Between the 
Danube and the Caucasus: Oriental Sources on the History of the Peoples of Central Asia and South-Eastern 
Europe, ed. György Kara (Budapest: Akadémia Kiadó, 1987), 247–330. 
37 Marc Nichanian, Ages et usages de la langue arménienne (Paris: Editions Entente, 1989), 296–8; [Daniel 
Defoe], Patmut‘iwn varuts‘ Ṙōpēnsōnin K‘ṙiwzōē, trans. Minas Bzhshkean (Venice: I Vans Srboyn Ghazaru, 
1817). 
38 Minas Bzhshkean, Patmut‘iwn Pontosi or ē Seaw Tsov (Venice: I Vans Srboyn Ghazaru, 1819); Minas 
Bzhshkean, Chanaparhordut‘iwn i Lehastan (Venice: I Vans Srboyn Ghazaru, 1830); Minas Bzhshkean, Srbazan 
Patmut‘iwn, 2 vols. (Venice: I Tparani Srboyn Ghazaru, 1838). 
39 Minas Bzhshkean, K‘erakanut‘iwn Ṙuserēn-Hayerēn (Venice: I Tparani Srboyn Ghazaru, 1828); Minas 
Bzhshkean, K‘erakanut‘iwn Haykazean Lezui, Bats‘adreal i Ṙusats‘ Barbaṙ (Venice: I Tparani Srboyn Ghazaru, 
1840). 
40 Minas Bzhshkean, K‘erakanut‘iwn Bazmalezu (Venice: I Gortsarani Srboyn Ghazaru, 1844). 
41 Boğos Levon Zekiyan, Venedik’ten İstanbul’a: Modern Ermeni Tiyatrosu’nun İlk Adımları: Ermeni Rönesansı 
ve Mıkhitaristlerin Tiyatro Faaliyetleri, trans. Boğos Çalgıcıoğlu (Istanbul: BGST Yayınları, 2013), 34–6. 
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mint since 1758, and had connections with both Muslim and European elites.42 Like other elite 

Armenians, they had adopted Ottoman cultural practices, and were loyal servants of the sultan, but they 

were also major patrons of the Armenian Enlightenment. As well as supporting scholars such as 

Bzhshkean, the family sponsored or actively contributed to Mekhitarist publications, including 

grammars, dictionaries, editions of classical Armenian works, and new periodicals. Their most 

important contribution to the Mekhitarist movement was the establishment by Hovhannēs Tiwzean 

(1749–1812) of the Arsharuni Society in 1812. This was the first learned society of its kind in Istanbul, 

which supported translations of books recently published in Europe, as well as ‘the composition and 

publication of completely new books in science, arts, and history, by which our readers’ minds will be 

illuminated’.43  

Bzhshkean’s treatise on notational reform was written in this fertile intellectual and cultural 

environment. Members of the Tiwzean family were actively involved in developing the notation system, 

together with another of their clients, the musician Hambardzum Limōnchean (1768–1839; known in 

Turkish as Hamparsum Limonciyan).44 A fellow Catholic, Limōnchean was trained in Armenian chant 

but also played the Ottoman long-necked lute tanbur, which he may have learned from Mevlevi Sufi 

musicians. In addition, he studied Byzantine chant and notation, which was not uncommon amongst 

Armenian musicians during this period. Although Limōnchean is often portrayed as the sole inventor 

of the new notation system, it was in fact the result of a collaboration between Limōnchean, Bzhshkean, 

and the Tiwzeans.45 The main sponsor of Bzhshkean’s treatise was Anton Tiwzean (1765–1814), who, 

together with his brother Hovhannēs and the latter’s sons Sergis and Mik‘ayel, were skilled in Ottoman 

music.46 Another of Hovhannēs’s sons, Hakob Tiwzean (1793–1847), also contributed to the 

 
42 For information on the Tiwzean family, see Gabriēl Mēnēvishean, Azgabanut‘iwn Aznowakan Zarmin 
Tiwzeants‘ (Venice: Mkhit‘arean Tparan, 1890); Pascal Carmont, The Amiras: Lords of Ottoman Armenia, trans. 
Marika Blandin (London: Taderon Press, 2012), 105–12; Saro Dadyan, Osmanlı’da Ermeni Aristokrasisi 
(Istanbul: Everest, 2011), 167–81. On the Armenian amira class more generally, see Hagop L. Barsoumian, 
İstanbul’un Ermeni Amiralar Sınıfı, trans. Solina Silahlı (Istanbul: Aras, 2013); Hagop L. Barsoumian, ‘The Dual 
Role of the Armenian Amira Class within the Ottoman Government and the Armenian Millet (1750–1850)’, 
Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. Benjamin Braude and 
Bernard Lewis (New York and London: Holmes and Meier, 1982), i: The Central Lands, 171–84. 
43 H[ovhannēs] T[iwzean], ‘Banasirakank‘’, Ditak Biwzandean, no. 1 (1813), 6–8 (p. 8). For the attribution to 
Hovhannēs, see Mēnēvishean, Azgabanut‘iwn, 21. See also Rouben Paul Adalian, From Humanism to 
Rationalism: Armenian Scholarship in the Nineteenth Century (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 17–19, 41; 
Nichanian, Mourning Philology, 84. 
44 For Limōnchean’s biography and his involvement in the development of Hampartsum notation (based partly on 
his unpublished memoir), see Eduard Hiwrmiwzean, ‘Tirats‘u Hambardzum’, Bazmavēp (Nor shar), 31 (1873), 
52–4; Eduard Hiwrmiwzean, ‘Note sur la vie de Baba Hambarjum Limončean’, trans. Léon Ketcheyan, Revue des 
études arméniennes (nouvelle série), 20 (1986–7), 493–6; A. Angegheay, ‘Hay Ekeghets‘akan Erazhshtut‘iwně 
ew Dzaynagrut‘iwně’, Tsaghik, 16 (1903), 79–81, 90–92, 106–7; Aristakēs Hisarlean, Patmut‘iwn Hay 
Dzaynagrut‘ean ew Kensagrut‘iwnk‘ Erazhsht Azgaynots‘, 1768–1909 (Istanbul: Aṙewtrakan Nor Tparan, 1914), 
7–20, 55–9.   
45 Kerovpyan and Yılmaz, Klasik Osmanlı Müziği, 88–93; Jacob Olley, ‘Writing Music in Nineteenth-Century 
Istanbul: Ottoman Armenians and the Invention of Hampartsum Notation’ (PhD dissertation, King’s College 
London, 2017), 88–90. 
46 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 61, 73–4; Mēnēvishean, Azgabanut‘iwn, 20. 
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development of the notation system. Hakob was educated in Paris, and, according to Bzhshkean, ‘by 

his intelligence had become very learned in Latin music’.47 In order to understand how these diverse 

musical traditions were integrated by Bzhshkean and his collaborators, and how their project of 

notational reform resonated with the broader Armenian reception of the Enlightenment, I will now 

examine Bzhshkean’s treatise in more detail.  

Erazhshtut‘iwn and Its Sources 

The full title of Bzhshkean’s treatise is Erazhshtut‘iwn or ē Hamaṙōt Teghekut‘iwn Erazhshtakan 

Skzbants‘ Elewējut‘eants‘ Eghanakats‘ ew Nshanagrats‘ Khazits‘ (Music: that is, brief information 

about musical principles, the scales of the modes, and the written signs of the notes).48 Written in clear, 

vernacular prose, it is a didactic work whose primary aim is to introduce the principles of the new 

notation system. In the following, I will focus on the first two chapters, which contain a short history 

of music, a rationale for notational reform, and a discussion of the physics of sound. I will first 

summarize the contents of these chapters, discussing the Armenian and European sources used by 

Bzhshkean, and briefly outline the technical aspects of the notation system. The following section will 

then analyse Bzhshkean’s arguments for notational reform in relation to the Mekhitarist revival and the 

translation of Enlightenment thought into his local intellectual and cultural environment.  

Like much scholarship of the early modern period, Erazhshtut‘iwn draws on both classical and 

scriptural sources. However, these are shaped by a long history of translation and critical reception in 

the Armenian intellectual tradition. Thus, the epigraph to Bzhshkean’s treatise is from a work by David 

the Invincible (Tawit‘ Anhaght‘), a sixth-century Neoplatonist philosopher.49 This is also the source for 

the introductory discussion that follows, which outlines the views of Plato and the Pythagoreans on the 

relationship between music, virtue, and cosmic harmony, and the role of poets and singers such as 

Homer in ancient civic society. Turning to the question of the origins of music, Bzhshkean considers 

various theories propounded by natural philosophers, but dismisses them as ‘fables’ (aṙaspelner) and 

concludes that the Biblical story of Jubal’s invention of music is the most reliable.50 Nonetheless, he 

also discusses the theory of Lucretius (supported by Kircher) that music originally arose from the sound 

 
47 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 74. 
48 Two manuscript copies were sent to San Lazzaro for typesetting and it was intended for publication in 1815. 
However, the death of Anton Tiwzean in 1814, as well as a lack of suitable types for the musical notation, 
prevented publication of the book in Bzhshkean’s lifetime. For historical and codicological details, see 
K‘erovbean’s introduction in Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 3–8. Many of Bzhshkean’s sources are also identified 
in K‘erovbean’s footnotes to this edition. 
49 Ibid., 63. The epigraph is from David the Invincible, Definitions and Divisions of Philosophy, trans. Bridget 
Kendall and Robert W. Thomson (Chico: Scholars Press, 1983), 133. Bzhshkean refers to David the Invincible  
in several other places. For his views on music, see N. K. Tahmizyan, David the Invincible and Armenian Musical 
Culture, trans. Perch Mesropian (Yerevan: Academy of Sciences of Armenian SSR, 1980).  
50 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 65. 
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of the wind in the reeds of the Nile, the role of the Greek muses, and Pythagoras’s acquisition of the 

knowledge of harmonic ratios from the Egyptians.  

Some of this material is clearly derived, albeit without acknowledgement, from Rousseau’s 

Dictionnaire de musique (1768), and more specifically the article ‘Musique’.51 There were multiple 

translations of the Dictionnaire into other European languages soon after it was published, and it is not 

clear which edition was consulted by Bzhshkean, or whether he used an intermediary source.52 

Furthermore, much of the material in the Dictionnaire was itself borrowed from earlier sources, 

particularly in relation to commonly known stories of music’s origins or its legendary powers. 

Nonetheless, the particular constellation of names, dates, and facts presented in the introduction to 

Erazhshtut‘iwn puts it beyond doubt that the Dictionnaire was one of Bzhshkean’s source texts, either 

directly or indirectly.53  

At the same time, Bzhshkean does not simply adopt material from Rousseau or other European sources 

unchanged, but selectively integrates it with other material that centres the intellectual traditions of the 

Armenians, which encompassed many of the same classical and Biblical sources. Thus, having 

discussed the musical practices of the Biblical prophets, ancient Chaldeans, Assyrians and Jews 

according to the Roman Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, he turns towards the Armenians.54 Since the 

art of music was preserved by Noah, who lived in Armenia after the ark landed on Mount Ararat, 

‘according to a plausible conjecture, music first flourished among Armenians after the flood’. 

Furthermore, ‘if the Chaldeans and Assyrians were skilled in music, the Armenians must have been 

even more skilled; because amongst Eastern peoples, in ancient times the Armenians were more clear-

sighted and more civilized.’55 This emphasis on the historical achievements of the Armenians is 

reinforced by a discussion of epic songs and ceremonial music amongst the ancient Armenian kings, 

based on the late classical history of Movsēs Khorenats‘i (an edition of which was published in 

 
51 J. J. Rousseau, Dictionnaire de musique (Paris: Veuve Duchesne, 1768), 308–19. For a translation, see Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, ‘Dictionary of Music’, Essay, 366–485 (pp. 437–47). 
52 See Rousseau, Essay, xxxvii. The fact that Bzhshkean appears not to have been aware of other articles in the 
Dictionnaire (including ‘Notes’, which includes a discussion of Rousseau’s own notation system) would suggest 
that he is more likely to have accessed the text through an intermediary translation or compilation. 
53 In this instance, compare Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 65–6 with Rousseau, Dictionnaire, 308, 312–3. Further 
concordances are detailed below. 
54 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 67–8. Rousseau does not mention Josephus in his writings on music, although he 
was frequently cited as an authority on the musical instruments of antiquity during the medieval and early modern 
periods. The number of 40,000 musicians in Solomon’s temple is derived from the eighth book of Josephus’s 
Antiquities of the Jews. See Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, trans. H. St. J. Thackeray and Ralf Marcus, 9 vols. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998–), iii: Books 7–8, 264–7. This passage is cited in Athanasius Kircher, 
Musurgia Universalis (Rome: Francisco Corbelletti, 1650), book 2, 55. While it is not unlikely that Bzhshkean 
consulted the Musurgia (see below), in this instance the additional information provided in Erazhshtut‘iwn 
suggests that he also used other sources, and/or that he used an intermediary source. 
55 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 68–9. The claim that Mount Ararat was the resting place of Noah’s Ark is based 
on Genesis 8:3–4. 
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Amsterdam in 1695), and singing in the early Armenian Church, referring to the historian Step‘anos 

Ōṙbēlean (d. 1305).56 

Thus, Bzhshkean argues, music has always possessed extraordinary power. Borrowing again from 

Rousseau’s Dictionnaire, he describes how Timotheus could sooth Alexander’s rage or quicken his 

martial spirit by playing music. Following Rousseau loosely, he supports this well-known classical story 

by referring to more recent evidence, including a musician who so agitated the feelings of King Eric of 

Denmark that he killed his servant, Peter of Holland’s ability to break glasses with his voice (as related 

by Morhof), and Kircher’s claim that the sound of an organ has the power to move rocks. As Bzhshkean 

comments: ‘if music moves a rock, how much more might it move man’s stony heart to virtue and 

civility?’57 Because music possesses so many benefits, the ancients sought to document its principles 

in writing, and the books of Aristoxenus and Ptolemy (among the Greeks) and Boethius and Augustine 

(among the Latins) are still known. However, the nōt‘a of the ancients was ‘extremely difficult and 

obscure’, and a new system was invented by Guido of Arezzo and perfected by Johannes de Muris in 

1330. For this reason, ‘music has almost reached the height of perfection in Europe, and it was venerated 

to such an extent, especially in the early 1700s, that today great and small, rich and poor alike know 

music, choral singing and so on’.58  

Here Bzhshkean turns once again to the Armenians. The ancient Armenians were certainly skilled in 

music, as indicated by the musical vocabulary recorded by David the Invincible. There may even have 

been ancient theoretical books on the subject, which might have succumbed, like so many other valuable 

works, to dust and bookworms. However, in recent times the Armenians have borrowed many musical 

and other practices from the Greeks, a process which began during the time of the Cilician Kingdom 

(1199–1375).59 Therefore, a new notation system is needed in order to preserve Armenian music, in the 

same way that the invention of the Armenian script by Mesrop Mashtots‘ in the early fifth century 

enabled the preservation of a distinctive religious and literary culture: 

And because music [i.e. notation] resembles writing, in that writing is also organized, in the 

same way its formation was also difficult. Thus Saint Mesrop experienced such a degree of 

difficulty in attempting to adapt Greek or Syriac writing for us that it was impossible, because 

their way and their spelling is one thing, and our way is another. Until he invented [the alphabet] 

 
56 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 69–70. Cf. Moses Khorenats‘i, History of the Armenians, trans. Robert W. 
Thomson, revised edition (Ann Arbor: Caravan Books, 2006) 117–20, 141; Stephen Orbelian, Histoire de la 
Siounie, trans. Marie-Félicité Brosset, 2 vols. (Piscataway : Gorgias Press, 2013), i, 85–6.    
57 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 70–71. Cf. Rousseau, Dictionnaire, 314–5. The references to Kircher and Daniel 
Georg Morhof (1639–91) are from Rousseau rather than the original sources.   
58 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 71. Cf. Rousseau, Dictionnaire, 318–9. Bzhshkean’s dates for the musical 
inventions of both Guido (mistakenly copied as 1204 rather than 1024) and Johannes de Muris are taken from the 
Dictionnaire. 
59 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 72. Referring to Nerses Lambronats‘i (1153–1198), Bzhshkean states that the 
musical practices of the Arabs were transferred to the Greeks by John of Damascus (d. 749). 
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anew it could not be; and in the same way, our melodies being very different from the melodies 

of the Latins, it was impossible for [Armenian musicians] to establish a rule, and for them to 

write eastern melodies with their notation, to the point that it became necessary to invent the 

musical neumes or symbols anew, with a new method, with which it would be possible to read 

and write not only our melodies, but also the melodies of every other nation, just as every 

language can be written with the Armenian script – yet it might be that now it has been 

discovered it will appear easy to those seeing it, just as appeared the discovery of America.60 

Bzhshkean then describes the process by which he and his collaborators developed the new notation 

system, culminating in the composition of his treatise in 1812. In order that the notation would enable 

the writing of various ‘eastern’ (arewelean) musics, ‘it was necessary that in some places we should 

follow the method of Greek music, and in some places we would apply the method of European music, 

and in many places that we would give examples of Turkish [music].’61 Because Turkish (tachki) 

musical forms such as the peşrev are the most ‘ordered’ (kargaworeal) and ‘well proportioned’ 

(ch‘ap‘akts‘eal), they are most frequently used as examples that will be clearly grasped by readers. The 

aims of the reformers are summarized thus: 

our desire was to establish a rule amongst the people, so that a musician would understand what 

he sings and plays, and write what he learns, read it as it is written and compose various 

melodies; [so that he would] write, [and] transmit it to others so that they can learn without 

effort; and not to change the melodies of our people, but to put them in order; although if the 

people wish, our melodies too can be ordered and taken down in writing, not so that they will 

be changed, but rather so that they will be sung in a uniform way in every city and every place, 

just as the melodies of the Latins are.62 

In concluding the introduction, Bzhshkean emphasises that a rational musical system serves to increase 

patriotism (azgasirut‘iwn), because ‘the appetite for science awakens greater love of the people’. 

Furthermore, if the new notation system is adopted and perfected by the Armenians, ‘henceforth our 

nation will not seem the most imperfect amongst peoples, but instead all intelligent and brave, whether 

in virtue or in science’. The value of musical reform is further underlined by combining the 

Enlightenment ideal of progress with the Neoplatonist axiom that ‘man’s soul being intelligent and 

rational, is illuminated by scientific things’ in the same way that angels are glorified by the beauty of 

harmony and order that is manifested in the music of the spheres.63  

 
60 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 72–3. On the invention of the Armenian script, see Karen Yuzbašyan, ‘L’invention 
de l’alphabet arménien: de la langue parlée à la langue écrite’, Revue des études arméniennes (nouvelle série), 33 
(2011), 67–129.  
61 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 73–4.  
62 Ibid., 75. 
63 Ibid., 75–6. 
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The following chapter contains a detailed discussion of the physics of sound, explaining vibration as 

the movement of particles and its impact on the inner ear; the physiology of human and avian voices; 

elasticity and the properties of sounding bodies; vacuums and the propagation of sound through 

different substances; the acoustics of buildings and other spaces; the velocity of sound; amplification 

and reverberation; and consonance and sympathetic resonance (fig. 4).64 Much of this material is 

probably derived from Athanasius Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis (1650), which was widely 

distributed via Jesuit missions during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.65 However, Bzhshkean 

also discusses more recent literature that is not found in the Musurgia, including the experiments of 

William Derham (published in 1708–9), which were the first to produce an accurate measurement for 

the speed of sound, and Jean-Antoine Nollet’s discovery (1743) that sound is transmitted through 

water.66  

While Derham is mentioned in Rousseau’s Dictionnaire, Nollet is not, and the details provided by 

Bzhshkean indicate that he must have taken this information from another (unidentified) source.67 The 

material derived from Kircher and other sources is also reconstituted in various ways. Bzhshkean’s 

points of reference are those closest at hand rather than being drawn from European musical practices. 

Hence, the vibration of materials and the tuning of different lengths of string are discussed with 

reference to Ottoman instruments such as the tanbur and kanun, and Bzhshkean’s understanding of 

‘consonance’ (hamadzaynut‘iwn) or ‘harmony’ (nerdashnakut‘iwn) is based on the modal system of 

Ottoman music, rather than tonal polyphony.68 As he explains, ‘the entire art of music is derived from 

 
64 Ibid., 76–92. 
65 Cf. Kircher, Musurgia, books 1 and 9.  On the global dissemination of Kircher’s books including the Musurgia, 
see Paula Findlen, ‘A Jesuit’s Books in the New World: Athanasius Kircher and His American Readers’, 
Athanasius Kircher: The Last Man Who Knew Everything, ed. Paula Findlen (New York and London: Routledge), 
329–64; David R. M. Irving, ‘The Dissemination and Use of European Music Books in Early Modern Asia’, Early 
Music History, 28 (2009), 39–59. As with Bzhshkean’s use of Rousseau’s Dictionnaire and other European 
sources, while it is clear that the Musurgia was a source text for Erazhshtut‘iwn, the selective adaptation of the 
information and its interpolation with other material makes it difficult to determine whether it was consulted 
directly or via one or more intermediate source(s). It is possible that Bzhshkean drew on a partial Armenian 
translation of the Musurgia completed by Anton Iwch‘gartashean (1730–1804) in 1801. However, this was written 
in Trieste after the Mekhitarist schism of 1773, and a study of the manuscripts (Bibliothek des 
Mechitaristenklosters, Vienna, ms. 1456; illustrations in ms. 1459) does not suggest a direct relationship with 
Erazhshtut‘iwn. The existence of shared material between these works seems rather to indicate that copies of 
Kircher’s Musurgia were available to Mekhitarist scholars in both Venice and Trieste (and later Vienna). Given 
that a copy was requested to be sent to Syria in 1654 (Irving, ‘Dissemination and Use’, 47), it is not inconceivable 
that the Musurgia was also available in Istanbul.  I am grateful to Fr. Simon Bayan for allowing me to consult the 
mss. in the Mekhitarist monastery library in Vienna. See also Haig Utidjian, Treasures of the Earliest Christian 
Nation: Spirituality, Art and Music in Mediaeval Armenian Manuscripts (Prague: Strahovská knihovna Královské 
kanonie premonstrátů na Strahově, 2018), 296–8; Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 41. 
66 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 84. Cf. D. W. Derham, ‘Experimenta et Observations de Soni Motu, Aliisque ad 
id Attinentibus, Factae a Reverendo D. W. Derham Ecclesiae Upminsteriensis Rectore, et Societatis Regalis 
Londinensis Socio’, Philosophical Transactions, 26 (1708–9), 2–35; M. l’Abbé Nollet, ‘Mémoire sur l’ouïe des 
poissons, et sur la transmission des sons dans l’eau’, Mémoires de l’académie royale des sciences de Paris (1743), 
199–224. Newton later attempted to replicate Derham’s findings: see Penelope Gouk, Music, Science and Natural 
Magic in Seventeenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 250–51. 
67 Rousseau, Dictionnaire, 452. 
68 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 86–91. 
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this [the laws of consonance], about which Latin musicians speak with lengthy rules, such as how the 

fourth, fifth, sixth and eighth tones agree with each other […]; however, because their music does not 

conform with ours, we will omit them’.69  

[Insert fig. 4 near here] 

Following his discussion of the physics of sound, Bzhshkean revisits the history of notation and the 

rationale for the new system. The writing of music, he explains, ‘appears as a very wondrous thing to 

those who do not know it, just as the [indigenous] Americans were amazed by writing and how it could 

be reproduced in speech’. Many ancient peoples had notation, including the Egyptians, Jews, Arabs, 

Latins, and Armenians. The Latins gradually perfected the rules of their system, beginning with 

Boethius and continuing with Saint Gregory and Guido of Arezzo. As for the Armenians, however, 

‘having been subject to great misfortune, wandering here and there, in this art [of notation] too they 

remained very imperfect.’ Armenian music was once highly developed and the notation was widely 

understood, but, as Bzhshkean has previously explained, this knowledge declined during the Cilician 

period and afterwards due to Greek influence.70 Attempting vainly to clarify the usage of the existing 

neumes, he reasons that the Armenian system is related to Byzantine notation, ‘and because their system 

was obscure and imperfect, our neumes have also remained obscure and imperfect’.71  

The reformed notation system was not indicative of relative intervals (as in some neumatic systems), 

but was based on the principle of one-to-one correspondence between symbol and (movable) scale 

degree (although some neumes indicating embellishments were also included). In this way, it would 

avoid the interpretative confusion and regional divergences produced by the old notation (as well as the 

Byzantine system), which meant that ‘in every land and every city [cantors] sing differently’. However, 

the reformers did not wish to adopt completely new symbols, but instead transformed the function of 

the existing symbols. Thus, ‘by using the signs of our ancestors, we wish to give respect to their 

discovery, since it is possible that they were discovered in the pre-Christian period, and in ancient times 

too such signs were used.’72 After discussing some of the correspondences between Armenian and 

Ottoman modes, Bzhshkean concludes the chapter by highlighting another advantage of the new 

notation system: it can be written directly on plain paper, rather than requiring lined staff paper as the 

nōt‘a of the Latins does.73 

The remaining chapters of Erazhshtut‘iwn are concerned with the technical features of Hampartsum 

notation and its relation to Ottoman and Armenian musical practices. While a detailed discussion is 

beyond the scope of this essay, a brief explanation will help to illuminate Bzhshkean’s wider arguments 

 
69 Ibid., 90. 
70 Ibid., 92–3. 
71 Ibid., 94. 
72 Ibid., 95–6 
73 Ibid., 97–9. 
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about notational reform and to compare it with other methods of musical notation.74 Like the Armenian 

script, Hampartsum notation is written from left to right. The majority of the graphic symbols are based 

on medieval Armenian neumes (khaz), from which their names are also derived, but they are assigned 

new values and functions. The system includes seven basic pitch symbols representing a heptatonic 

scale. These symbols may be altered by adding a tail or a horizontal line to represent higher or lower 

octaves. The placement of a small sign above or below the main pitch symbol indicates a heightening 

of the pitch by an indeterminate amount (ranging from an approximate quarter tone to a large semitone), 

which may change depending on the modal environment. While the exact intonation of pitches is not 

indicated, the underlying system corresponds to the fundamental pitch set of Ottoman music as 

represented by the fretting of the long-necked lute tanbur (see fig. 4). Duration is indicated partly 

through the arrangement of pitch symbols into regular groups and the division of larger rhythmic cycles 

into smaller units. More detailed aspects of rhythmic articulation are indicated by a set of proportional 

signs (representing e.g. one time unit, half a time unit, a quarter and so on) placed above the pitch 

symbols. The same signs indicate rests when placed at the same level as pitch symbols. Other symbols 

may be used to indicate qualitative aspects including vocal or instrumental techniques (e.g. tremolo or 

vibrato), phrasing and articulation, and stylized embellishments.75   

The appendix to Erazhshtut‘iwn includes a number of notated examples, from Armenian church music 

to pedagogical exercises and Ottoman secular genres.76 A transcription is provided below of the 

beginning of an instrumental prelude (peşrev) by the Ottoman Greek composer Corci (fl. c. 1750).77 

The original notation of the complete work is shown in fig. 5, and a transcription of the first section 

(serhane) in ex. 1, with Hampartsum notation provided above the staff.78 

[Insert fig. 5 near here] 

[Insert ex. 1 near here] 

 
74 For a more detailed discussion of early Hampartsum notation and its transcription into staff notation, see Jacob 
Olley, Codex TR-Iüne 203-1: Peşrevs and Saz Semâîsis Transcribed by Hampartsum Limonciyan (1768–1839), 
vol. 2: Commentary (Münster: Corpus Musicae Ottomanicae, 2020) https://corpus-musicae-
ottomanicae.de/receive/cmo_mods_00000413 (accessed 11 May 2023).  
75 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 115–125. 
76 Ibid., 158–64. 
77 According to the Istanbul-based dragoman Charles Fonton (1725–c. 1795), Corci was the most celebrated 
musician at the court of Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754) and introduced the viola d’amore to the Ottoman Empire 
(where it was known as sine kemanı). See Eckhard Neubauer, ed., Der Essai sur la musique orientale von Charles 
Fonton mit Zeichnungen von Adanson (Franfurt: Institute for the History of Arabic–Islamic Science at the Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe University, 1999), 73–4. Corci is also mentioned in court payment records from 1753: see 
İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, ‘Osmanlılar Zamanında Saraylarda Musiki Hayatı’, Belleten 41 (1977), 79–114, (p. 
94).   
78 The ēkorch used by Bzhshkean to indicate pitch alterations is replaced in the transcription with the more 
standard kisver. For discussion of the underlying pitch system and its representation in staff notation, see Olley, 
Codex TR-Iüne 203-1, 54–9. The subdivision of the 10-unit rhythmic cycle (indicated by dashed bar lines) is based 
on Bzhshkean’s description of fahte (Erazhshtut‘iwn, 167). 

https://corpus-musicae-ottomanicae.de/receive/cmo_mods_00000413
https://corpus-musicae-ottomanicae.de/receive/cmo_mods_00000413
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While there are many aspects of Hampartsum notation that may be analysed further, there are two issues 

that are directly relevant to the concerns of this essay. Firstly, in functional and conceptual terms the 

notation system is relatively simple to learn, as was intended by Bzhshkean and his collaborators. 

Although there is some latitude for interpretation, its relative lack of ambiguity contrasts with what was 

perceived by the reformists as the difficulty of older neumatic systems, whether Armenian, Greek, or 

Latin. As discussed below, this simplicity was also contrasted by Bzhshkean with the supposedly 

cumbersome theoretical rules and material requirements (i.e. special lined paper) of western staff 

notation. Secondly, Hampartsum notation incorporates a variety of elements drawn from different 

musical traditions. Graphically, the symbols are based mainly on the khaz and the Armenian script, 

although some of the qualitative signs may be derived from Greek neumes.79 Other aspects, such as the 

division of the rhythmic cycle into regular four- or two-unit measures and the use of proportional 

duration signs, are evidently inspired by European staff notation.80 Finally, the underlying 

conceptualization of pitch and much of the technical nomenclature are based on the theory and practice 

of Ottoman music. Thus, as Bzhshkean writes, ‘just as by the unity of various voices a melody is formed, 

in the same way, with the unified knowledge of the music of the Armenians, Greeks, Turks, and Latins, 

our [notation] was invented.’81  

Translating the Enlightenment: Notational Reform and the Mekhitarist Revival 

The perceived simplicity and pedagogical utility of Hampartsum notation reflected the reformist 

aspirations of Bzhshkean and his collaborators, which were representative of the ideals of the 

Enlightenment as interpreted in the context of the Mekhitarist revival. Yet at the same time, the 

fundamentally syncretic nature of the notation system was shaped by the complex history of the 

Armenian diaspora. Accordingly, Erazhshtut‘iwn demonstrates many of the traits of the Mekhitarist 

worldview, beginning with a historiographic framework based on the notion of a golden age followed 

by a period of cultural decline. This revivalist discourse is, of course, shared with other nationalist or 

proto-nationalist movements. In the Armenian case, the golden age is associated mainly with the period 

of late antiquity, when the Armenians were the first nation to accept Christianity, and developed a 

unique culture during the third to sixth centuries. The Cilician Kingdom, meanwhile, was the last period 

in which the Armenians enjoyed political sovereignty before several centuries of foreign rule.82 This 

 
79 Although Bzhshkean claims (ibid., 73–4) that Hampartsum notation was partly influenced by Byzantine 
notation, it is difficult to identify specific aspects of the system that confirm this. There are, however, many wider 
historical connections and parallels between Greek and Armenian notational reforms. See below for further 
discussion. 
80 See especially ibid., 109–111, which presents duration signs in the pyramidal form favoured in European 
notation tutors. 
81 Ibid., 73. 
82 On historiography and the Mekhitarist revival, see Marc Nichanian, ‘Enlightenment and Historical Thought’, 
in Hovannisian and Myers, Enlightenment and Diaspora, 87–123. On Armenian identity formation in the context 
of diaspora, see Sebouh Aslanian, Dispersion History and the Polycentric Nation: The Role of Simeon 
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process of dispersion and assimilation to foreign cultures had, according to Bzhshkean, led to the loss 

of valuable knowledge, including an understanding of the Armenian neumes, and to a confusing 

diversity of musical practices.  

Bzhshkean’s revealing analogy between the new notation system and the invention of the Armenian 

script invokes one of the most illustrious achievements of antiquity as well as the linguistic reform 

project of the Mekhitarists. As Abbot Mkhit‘ar wrote in his dictionary of 1749, the vernacular Armenian 

language had become ‘torn and scattered into as many pieces as there are regions, or even cities and 

villages. This language is sometimes so decomposed that people seem to speak another language and 

not Armenian.’83 Mekhitarist scholars aimed to counter these degenerative and centrifugal tendencies 

by standardizing the vernacular and classical languages, defining their grammatic, orthographic and 

lexical principles, and disseminating this knowledge though print and education. In the minds of 

Bzhshkean and his collaborators, the notational reform would similarly create a standardized, rational 

system of musical pedagogy and transmission, in which melodies would not be sung differently in every 

town and village, but uniformly and in accordance with clearly articulated rules (though, to be sure, this 

would be realized far less effectively than in the case of the linguistic reforms). Furthermore, ‘when the 

melodies and hymns are written and, with the will of the people, are printed with this notation, in all 

places and at every time they will remain in that mode and will always be sung in the same way; after 

a thousand years have passed, they will not be changed by a hair’s breadth.’84 

However, both linguistic and musical reformers faced an uphill struggle against the realities of diasporic 

life. As we have seen, a great number of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire were Turcophone, and loan 

words from Turkish or other languages made up a high proportion of the vernacular Armenian lexicon.85 

Similarly, Bzhshkean realized that the examples most likely to be understood by his readers would be 

those drawn from Ottoman music, and much of the technical vocabulary of Erazhshtut‘iwn is comprised 

of Ottoman Turkish nomenclature. At the same time, Bzhshkean recognized that, as an aspect of a deep 

shared history in religion, literature and other areas, Armenian musical practices had long been 

intertwined with those of the Greek Orthodox community. Limōnchean himself was trained in 

Byzantine chant and had previously attempted to develop a notation system based on Greek neumes, 

while other sources confirm that Byzantine chant was an important point of reference for Armenian 

 
Yerevantsi’s Girk or Koči Partavčar in the 18th Century Nation [sic] Revival (Venice: San Lazzaro, 2004); 
Khachig Tölölyan, ‘Elites and Institutions in the Armenian Transnation’, Diaspora, 9 (2000), 107–36. 
83 Translated in Nichanian, ‘Enlightenment and Historical Thought’, 119–20; cf. Aslanian, ‘“Prepared in the 
Language of the Hagarites”’, 63. 
84 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 145. The same argument was made by Limōnchean: see Hisarlean, Patmut‘iwn 
Hay Dzaynagrut‘ean, 57–8.  
85 Nichanian, Ages et Usages, 241–55. Many dozens of Armenian dialects were spoken in different localities until 
the early twentieth century. For further discussion of the ‘language question’ in Armenian intellectual history, see 
Adalian, From Humanism to Rationalism; Panossian, The Armenians, 132–7; Aslanian, ‘“Prepared in the 
Language of the Hagarites”’.  
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musicians in the late eighteenth century and earlier.86 Thus, while the reformers lamented that Armenian 

music was ‘tinted with foreign colours’, they also took a pragmatic approach that acknowledged the 

complex cultural entanglements between different Ottoman communities.87  

In this regard, it is useful to distinguish between language and script. The latter was an important marker 

of identity in an empire where non-Muslim communities often spoke Turkish in everyday life, but 

worshipped and studied in ancient scriptural languages.88 The Armenian script, acquired as an aspect 

of elementary religious education, was a tool of literacy regardless of the language spoken, and a means 

of maintaining a common Armenian identity across geographical and social boundaries. Similarly, 

Bzhshkean and his collaborators intentionally retained the symbols of the old neumatic notation, which 

was associated with past cultural greatness and a distinctive identity rooted in the Armenian Church. 

However, the music to be written in the reformed notation was not necessarily Armenian: as Bzhshkean 

claimed, in the same way that all languages could be written with the Armenian script, so the new 

notation system ‘would not only serve our melodies, but also those of the Ottomans, Arabs, and Greeks, 

and others.’ Like Bzhshkean’s similar assertion that Hampartsum notation would be suitable for ‘the 

melodies of every other nation’, this refers primarily to the different ethnic and religious communities 

of the Ottoman Empire.89  

This universalistic and ecumenical aspiration, in harmony with the tenor of the Enlightenment, was not 

unrealistic. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Armenian script was a vehicle for 

important developments in Ottoman literary culture, including the first scripted plays (championed by 

none other than Bzhshkean) and novels in Turkish, although these hybrid works were until recently 

excluded on nationalistic grounds from both Turkish and Armenian literary canons.90 In the later 

nineteenth century, leading Muslim intellectuals advocated the use of the Armenian alphabet as a 

 
86 Angegheay, ‘Hay Ekeghets‘agan Erazhshtut‘iwně’, 79, 90; Hisarlean, Patmut‘iwn Hay Dzaynagrut‘ean, 10–
11, 55. See also Haig Utidjian, ‘Points of Interaction between the Byzantine and Armenian Sacred Musical 
Traditions: Three Documentary Witnesses’, Byzantine Chant, Radiation, and Interaction: Proceedings of the 
Congress Held at Hernen Castle, the Netherlands, in December 2015, ed. Christian Troelsgård and Gerda 
Wolfram (Leuven: A. A. Bredius Foundation; Peeters, 2022), 59–95. 
87 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 131. 
88 Evangelia Balta with Mehmet Ölmez, ed., Between Religion and Language: Turkish-Speaking Christians, Jews 
and Greek-Speaking Muslims and Catholics in the Ottoman Empire (Istanbul: Eren, 2011); Evangelia Balta with 
Mehmet Ölmez, ed., Cultural Encounters in the Turkish-Speaking Communities of the Late Ottoman Empire  
(Istanbul: The Isis Press, 2014). 
89 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 73.  
90 Zekiyan, Modern Ermeni Tityatrosunun İlk Adımları; Yervant Baret Manok, Doğu ile Batı Arasında San 
Lazzaro Sahnesi: Ermeni Mıkhitarist Manastırı ve İlk Türkçe Tiyatro Oyunları (Istanbul: BGST Yayınları, 2013); 
Murat Cankara, ‘Reading Akabi, (Re-)Writing History: On the Questions of Currency and Interpretation of 
Armeno-Turkish Fiction’, Cultural Encounters, ed. Balta, 53–75; Börte Sagaster, ‘The Role of Turcophone 
Armenians as Literary Innovators and Mediators of Culture in the Early Days of Modern Turkish Literature’, 
Between Religion and Language, ed. Balta, 101–10; Laurent Mignon, ‘Lost in Transliteration: A Few Remarks 
on the Armeno-Turkish Novel and Turkish Literary Historiography’, Between Religion and Language, ed. Balta, 
111–23; Aslanian, ‘“Prepared in the Language of the Hagarites”’. 
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superior alternative to the Arabic or Latin scripts for writing Ottoman Turkish.91 Likewise, Hampartsum 

notation was adopted by Muslim musicians in the mid-nineteenth century, and much of the Ottoman 

Turkish repertoire was preserved as a consequence of the Armenian notational reform.92 

The reformers were motivated by ideals of progress, rationality, and universality that resonated in a 

general sense with the Enlightenment. They also engaged directly with European musical literature and 

practices. The introduction to Erazhshtut‘iwn has much in common with European music histories of 

the eighteenth century, such as those of Forkel, Burney, Hawkins, and La Borde, and specific passages 

are borrowed from Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique.93 The second chapter, based partly on 

Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis, appears to be the first Ottoman source in any language to include 

detailed discussion of the mechanistic theories of sound that emerged in Europe during the seventeenth 

century. Furthermore, the reformers had at least some knowledge of European music theory and 

notation, and they aspired to the orderliness, uniformity and fixity that they perceived in the music of 

the Latins. However, there are a number of reasons why these facts should not be interpreted as evidence 

of a simple and predictable process of ‘westernization’.  

Perhaps most importantly, although the reformers were capable of adopting European staff notation, for 

both practical and ideological reasons they chose not to. Staff notation was deemed unsuitable for 

‘eastern’ music, which for Bzhshkean included the music of the Armenians as well as other Ottoman 

communities. The Latins had no means of representing intervals smaller than a semitone, which were 

what gave this music its affective ‘playfulness’ (khagh), and their theory was overburdened with 

complex rules about harmony that were irrelevant to modal practice.94 A further impracticality was the 

need for lined staff paper. Moreover, in order to avoid undue criticism and to encourage their 

compatriots to accept the new system, the reformers were loth to abandon the existing symbols of 

Armenian church music. In functional terms, however, the reformed system most closely resembled 

neither Armenian or Greek neumatic notations, nor European staff notation, but the letter notations 

(based on the Arabic script) used in Ottoman music. This was an important factor (inter alia) in its later 

 
91 Murat Cankara, ‘Rethinking Ottoman Cross-Cultural Encounters: Turks and the Armenian Alphabet’, Middle 
Eastern Studies, 51 (2014), 1–16. 
92 Jacob Olley, ‘Some Notes on the Manuscripts in Hampartsum Notation in the Sâdettin Arel Archive’, 2017 Arel 
Sempozyumu Bildirileri: Uluslararası Hüseyin Sadettin Arel ve Türk Müziği Sempozyumu, 13–14 Aralık 2017, 
ed. Fikret Turan, Emine Temel and Emre Kurban (Istanbul: İstanbul Üniversitesi Türkiyat Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 
2018), 351–91; Ralf Martin Jäger, Katalog der hamparsum-notası-Manuskripte im Archiv des Konservatoriums 
der Universität Istanbul (Eisenach: Karl Dieter Wagner, 1996).  
93 For historiographical discussion of these and similar sources, see Matthew Head, ‘Birdsong and the Origins of 
Music’, Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 122 (1997), 1–23; Alexander Rehding, ‘Music-Historical 
Egyptomania, 1650–1950’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 75 (2014), 545–80; Agnew, Enlightenment Orpheus; 
Joubert, ‘Analytical Encounters’. 
94 Bzhshkean, Erazhshtut‘iwn, 90, 103–4. 
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acceptance amongst Muslim musicians, unlike the reformed Byzantine notation that emerged during 

the same decade, which remained essentially neumatic and was never adopted by Muslim musicians.95  

Bzhshkean’s use of European music books also needs to placed in wider context. While his historical 

schema is similar to that found in eighteenth-century European music histories, it is not simply imitative 

or derivative. The central focus of Bzhshkean’s history is, unsurprisingly, the Armenians, and the place 

of Europe is ancillary. While the Latins might be admired for the development of their notation system, 

this is presented not as a model to be adopted, but as a spur for the Armenians to revive their own past 

greatness. Furthermore, while some of the historical material in Erazhshtut‘iwn is taken from European 

sources, much of it was already a familiar part of the Armenian intellectual tradition. Hence, widely 

known stories of the invention of music or its affective power in the hands of legendary sages such as 

Pythagoras and Orpheus were found in the work of David the Invincible as well as more recent 

Armenian authors such as Grigor Gapasak‘alean (c. 1740–1808).96 At the same time, Pythagoras was a 

canonical figure in Arabic, Persian and Turkish music writing, and both Bzhshkean and Gapasak‘alean 

invoke correspondences between modes and cosmological phenomena that were an integral part of 

Islamicate music theory until the late Ottoman period.97 Contemporary European knowledge was 

therefore appropriated by Bzhshkean as but one more element in an intellectual and cultural world that 

was already profoundly syncretic as a result of earlier historical entanglements. To be sure, the use of 

more recent European scholarship demonstrates the desire of the reformers to illuminate their readers’ 

minds with ‘completely new books in science, arts and history’, as Hovhannēs Tiwzean advocated in 

1812.98 However, this is understood as a universal historical process that is compatible with older 

systems of knowledge and cultural practice, rather than a radical, alienating rupture with tradition. 

The newest type of knowledge to be integrated by Bzhshkean is the Newtonian theory of acoustics. 

Although harmonic ratios and other aspects of acoustics were discussed at length in earlier Islamicate 

music writing, they did not form an important part of the Ottoman intellectual tradition after the fifteenth 

century. The inclusion of this information in Erazhshtut‘iwn may therefore appear to represent a 

watershed: a shift towards a rationalistic conception of listening that, as Veit Erlmann and other scholars 

have argued, was instrumental to the emergence of (western) modernity.99 However, Bzhshkean’s 
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treatment of this material is a reminder to be wary of the conventional narrative of the Enlightenment 

as the triumph of secular reason. For while Bzhshkean is in many senses a committed rationalist, 

scientific knowledge is ultimately conceived as a testament to the divinely ordered nature of the 

universe, and is subordinate to knowledge of the Creator and his message to mankind.100  

Far from being evidence of an oriental susceptibility to irrationality or fanatical religiosity, such views 

were commonly held by natural philosophers associated with the scientific revolution, including 

Kircher and Newton. As Paula Findlen has shown, Kircher’s reputation declined during the 

Enlightenment while Newton was deified as a paragon of scientific reason. However, Newton’s 

speculations on the physics of sound (and, relatedly, on the spectrum of light) were fundamentally 

informed by his interests in theology as well as occult subjects such as Pythagoreanism and 

Hermeticism.101 In any case, Kircher’s writings continued to be routinely used by music historians and 

natural philosophers into the late eighteenth century and beyond. His description of an amplifying 

trumpet used by Alexander the Great, for instance, which is also mentioned by Bzhshkean, was 

considered spurious until an Arabic translation of the original text by Aristotle was discovered by 

Morhof. A replication of the instrument was built in 1796 by Gottfried Huth, Professor of Physics at 

the University of Frankfurt.102 Even the more recent discoveries in acoustics cited by Bzhshkean were 

made by religious men: William Derham was an Anglican rector, while the Abbé Nollet was a theology 

graduate.  

Part of the difficulty in identifying the European sources used by Bzhshkean is that the introductory 

sections of eighteenth-century music histories are themselves ‘a realm of fiction, conjecture and 

mysticism, peopled by gods and legendary beings … a series of sourceless retellings, whose authority 

was accumulated rhetorically through frequency of repetition’.103 As Head argues, this historical 

discourse stands in uneasy relationship with the purportedly rational and secular values of (post-) 

Enlightenment scholarship. The idea that the ancient Armenians had learned the art of music from Noah 
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after the ark landed on Mount Ararat is, after all, no more (and if anything rather less) implausible than 

Rameau’s hypothesis that the theory of the triple progression had been transmitted by Noah’s 

descendants to China and thence Egypt.104 Before dismissing such ideas as anachronistic remnants of a 

pre-rational age it is worth remembering that an essentially similar historiographic framework, which 

locates the beginnings of music in a conjectural Orient somewhere between the Holy Land and the Far 

East, was still thought appropriate for the introduction to the New Oxford History of Music in 1957.105 

Only a Panglossian optimism would lead us to suppose that the current age of vibrational ontologies, 

post-human ecomusicology, and decolonial neo-comparativism will be viewed more kindly by 

posterity. Perhaps the best we can hope for is that such ideas will one day (if humans are still around in 

some form) be deemed sufficiently quirky to merit tongue-in-cheek discussion as evidence of the 

epistemological chasm between ancients and moderns. 

Beyond North and South: Provincializing Rousseau 

The enlightened monks of San Lazzaro shared many of Rousseau’s philosophical ideals, including a 

belief in the moral virtue of the ancients and a concomitant notion of history as a process of dispersion 

and decline, as well as an ecumenical approach to religion and an acute understanding of the relationship 

between language and national identity. In musical thought, too, there are significant points of 

convergence between the Citizen of Geneva and his erudite Armenian readers in Venice and Istanbul.106 

They felt similarly about the tiresomeness of harmonic rules, and would certainly have agreed that the 

music of the ancient Greeks was monophonic rather than polyphonic, sweetened by melodic inflections 

that could not be notated or grasped by musicians and scholars in modern Paris. The inventors of 

Hampartsum notation would surely have approved of Rousseau’s proposal for a new notation system 

presented to the French Academy of Sciences in 1742, though there is no indication that Bzhshkean had 

read the relevant entry in the Dictionnaire de musique or Rousseau’s other writings on notation. While 

the two notation methods were independently conceived and relate to quite different musical practices 
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and cultural contexts, they shared a reformist aspiration towards systematization, universalism and 

pedagogical efficiency that embodied key ideals of the Enlightenment. 

Founded on rational principles, simple to learn, and avoiding the need for ‘all that hindrance of lines 

and staff’ (which, as someone who earned a living by copying music, Rousseau had evidently had 

enough of), Rousseau’s cipher notation was the subject of his first scholarly publications, and he 

continued using it to the end of his life, though it never caught on.107 Or at least, not in Europe: it was 

adapted in China (and Japan) during the early twentieth century in the context of a different effort 

towards musical reform (around the same time that Chinese intellectuals were arguing that Rousseau’s 

theory of the social contract was essentially a restatement of classical Confucianism), partly due to its 

coincidental similarities much older local notation systems.108 Of course, while they would have 

appreciated his espousal of movable rather than fixed scale degrees, the Armenian reformers would 

have struggled with the fact that Rousseau’s notation did not allow for more than 12 semitones per 

octave, and bore no resemblance to the Armenian neumes. As both Rousseau and Bzhshkean found out, 

the success or failure of musical reforms depends on a multitude of interrelated factors, including 

material conditions such as the availability of suitable print technology or local economies of 

manuscript production, the pedagogical and performance practices of theorists and musicians, and 

broader social and historical issues of language, culture, and politics.  

Although the Armenian reformers had much common ground with Rousseau, they also diverged on 

certain matters, and on others they may have agreed in principle but had to adjust their actions according 

to different set of conditions. In some senses, the Mekhitarists were truer believers in the Age of Reason 

than Rousseau, for whom civilization and learning were a source of corruption and decline rather than 

improvement and progress.109 Despite their lack of interest in triadic progressions, they might even have 

sided with Rameau when it came to the primacy of rational order and natural laws. But like other 

representatives of the religious Enlightenment (and unlike Joseph Emin and his associates in Madras), 

the monks of San Lazzaro were not anti-clerical, nor supporters of revolution, republicanism, popular 

sovereignty, or even constitutionalism. Fraternité was one thing, liberté and égalité quite another.  
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In fact, Bzhshkean must have been in Venice when it was occupied by Napoleon in 1797–8 and again 

in 1805–14, though one wouldn’t know it from his publications.110 The monastery of San Lazzaro was 

spared the wrath that might otherwise have been directed towards a Catholic institution because it was 

judged to be an ‘academy of science’.111 A year after the conquest of Venice, the French army advanced 

into Ottoman Egypt, accompanied by a cadre of orientalist savants. The monumental Description de 

l’Égypte includes substantial treatises by Guillaume André Villoteau (1759–1839) – who also authored 

a detailed critique of Rousseau’s Essai sur l’origine des langues – on the musics of various communities 

in Cairo, including the Armenians.112 The invasion and attendant scholarly project have, with good 

cause, been interpreted as representing a seminal shift in geopolitical power relations, in which the 

Enlightenment is a willing handmaiden to European colonialism.113 However, by paying attention to 

the activities and perceptions of local subjects, rather than focusing solely on European sources, we 

may arrive at a more pluralistic, more complex, and perhaps more equitable understanding of the 

relationship between music, scholarship and political emancipation. 

The complexity and variety of connections between Enlightenment and musical reform can be better 

understood by comparing the Armenian case with contemporary developments amongst other 

communities in the Ottoman Empire. The most closely related example is the New Method of Byzantine 

notation, which was created by Chrysanthos of Madytos (c. 1770–1846) and his collaborators in 

Istanbul during the same decade that Bzhshkean was writing his treatise. The Greek reformed system 

was explained in a short treatise published in Paris in 1821, and then in the more extensive Theōrētikon 
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mega tēs mousikēs (Great theory of music), published in Trieste in 1832.114 The New Method was 

adopted by the Greek Orthodox Church, but was also used for dozens of collections of songs in Greco-

Turkish (i.e. Turkish in Greek script) published in Istanbul during the nineteenth century.115 Like the 

Armenian case, the notational reform was an outcome of an intellectual awakening amongst Greek 

Orthodox clerics and their diasporic mercantile patrons that began in the eighteenth century, and was 

closely connected to questions of linguistic and educational reform, cultural revival, and national 

identity.116  

But although there were a number of connections between the Greek and Armenian reforms, different 

social and political conditions, and not least a different positionality in relation to Europe and the 

Ottoman Empire, produced different historical trajectories. The Theōrētikon mega draws liberally on 

Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique and other European sources (including Villoteau), as well as 

discussing aspects of Ottoman music practice, but in comparison with Erazhshtut‘iwn places much 

heavier emphasis on ancient Greek music theory.117 This was a reflection not of any real historical 

continuity between ancient and modern Greek practices, but rather of a revolutionary spirit that sought 

to revive the glory of ancient Greece for the cause of national awakening. Embodied in organisations 

such as the Society of Friends (founded in Odessa in 1814), the revolutionary cause was bolstered by 

European philhellenism and led, in the same year that Theōrētikon mega was published, to the 

establishment of an independent Greek kingdom ruled by a minor Bavarian prince. By contrast, it was 

only in the late nineteenth century that the notion of political independence gained wider traction 

amongst the Armenian intelligentsia, not coincidentally at the same time that Armenia became 

strategically important for the Great Powers as an aspect of the so-called Eastern Question. (When Lord 
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Byron, pre-eminent philhellene and admirer of Rousseau, had proposed to publish an Armenian 

grammar in 1819 after studying at San Lazzaro, the learned monks rejected his original preface because 

of its inflammatory remarks towards the Sublime Porte.118) 

To take a second example, the founding document of modern Arabic music theory was written by the 

Lebanese Christian intellectual Mīkhāʾīl Mushāqa (1800–1888). Although it was composed in 1840, 

the treatise was not published in Arabic until an edition was prepared by the Jesuit missionary Pierre-

Louis Ronzevalle in 1899, but its theoretical description of a 24-note equal-tempered scale is widely (if 

inaccurately) regarded as the first detailed exposition of the modern Arabic pitch system.119 Once again, 

Mushāqa’s treatise was the product of a syncretic local environment and transimperial networks of 

commerce, proselytism and print, and drew on earlier Arabic sources and contemporary Ottoman 

practices as well as the Theōrētikon mega and Villoteau’s (somewhat confused) discussion of Arabic 

music in Description de l’Égypte. The descendant of a Greek silk merchant from Corfu whose family 

had converted to Catholicism, Mushāqa studied mathematics, astronomy, geography and music in 

Damascus and medicine with a French physician in Cairo, eventually converting to Protestantism and 

becoming American Viceconsul in Damascus.120 He was also associated with a group of Syrian 

Christian merchants and scholars in the Egyptian port of Damietta, who made the first translations of 

Enlightenment literature into Arabic. These contributed in turn to the emergence of the Arab cultural 

and political ‘awakening’ (nahḍa) in the nineteenth century.121  

Many other projects of musical reform emerged out of the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, from Bulgarian choral societies to the ‘musical revolution’ of the nascent 

Turkish republic, all of them interpreting the intellectual and political ideals of the Enlightenment 

according to complex and unpredictable local conditions shaped by history, language and culture. Of 

course, the same might be said of musical reforms further afield, from Beijing to Buenos Aires (where, 

incidentally, the last book in Armeno-Turkish was published in 1967122). At the core of global projects 
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of musical reform is an assumed set of linkages between music, language, territory and national identity 

that emerged during the Enlightenment and was given distinctive expression in  Rousseau’s Essai sur 

l’origine des langues and other writings. These associations, which were rearticulated and developed at 

different historical moments in the work of Herder and many subsequent thinkers, were central to the 

disciplinary formation of musicology as well as to cultural nationalist movements throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.123 However, the musical reforms of the Armenians and other 

communities of the Ottoman Empire offer an opportunity to rethink the relationship between music, 

geography and language in terms of connection and entanglement rather than bounded national 

communities or mutually opposed civilizations.  

The notion of the Enlightenment as an exclusively European affair is bound up with a vision of history 

determined by essentially separate (‘sovereign’) nations or civilizations, itself a legacy of the eighteenth 

century.124 For Rousseau, it is axiomatic that ‘every National Music derives its principal character from 

the language to which it belongs’, which is in turn the product of a local climate and an organic 

connection to a particular territory.125 Yet such beliefs are difficult to sustain in contexts where people, 

ideas, languages and musical practices travel and interact in complex ways across national and imperial 

borders, whether as a result of diasporic migrations and settlements, the circulation of capital and 

commodities, or the synthesis of diverse intellectual and cultural traditions over the longue durée. This 

is not to advocate a nostalgic celebration of ethnic and religious harmony, nor to deny the power 

relations that underlie all human interactions, but to attempt to think beyond the framework of nation-

states and self-contained civilizations. 

Rousseau’s understanding of music history was defined on the one hand by local debates about the 

merits of different national (especially French and Italian) musics, and on the other by an imagined 

climatic and affective geography of a cold North and a warm South. According to Rousseau, Arabic 

and Persian (like Italian and Greek) are southern languages, while Turkish (like French and English) is 

a northern language.126 Following from the idea that language and music are – or should be – direct 

expressions of a people’s character, Rousseau is mistrustful of linguistic and musical syncretism.127 

Likewise, writing systems reflect the civilizational stage of a people, and should have an organic relation 

to the language they represent, although Rousseau recognizes that this is seldom the case, which he 

attributes to a gradual and unavoidable process of corruption.128 While Rousseau doesn’t discuss the 
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Armenian language or script, there is little doubt that literate Armenians would have recognized 

themselves amongst the ‘civilized’ nations who have developed an alphabet (as opposed the pictographs 

and logographs of ‘savage’ and ‘barbarous’ peoples, respectively).129 Indeed, Rousseau’s hypothesis 

that the alphabet ‘must have been devised by commercial peoples who, traveling in several countries 

and having to speak several languages, were forced to invent characters that could be common to all of 

them’ seems particularly apt (although the invention of the alphabet was actually connected to the early 

formation of the Armenian Church).130  

Writing under the sign of the Enlightenment, the Mekhitarists subscribed in principle to the idea that 

language and homeland are primary determinants of national identity, and that syncretism is therefore 

a result of dispersion and degeneration. But whereas it may have seemed relatively straightforward to 

identify a musical and linguistic tradition that was coextensive with France, England or Italy (though 

this too, of course, is complicated by historical realities), the idea of a sovereign Armenia (or Greece, 

Bulgaria, Egypt or any other constituent ‘nation’ of the Ottoman Empire) was more nebulous, and the 

cultural practices associated with it less easily circumscribed. The Ottoman language itself was an 

amalgam of Turkish, Arabic and Persian, spoken (in different registers) as a mother-tongue by many 

Armenians and other ethnic and religious communities (who also spoke other languages) and written in 

a variety of scripts. There were Armenians who lived in their historical homeland in eastern Anatolia, 

but just as many who lived elsewhere in the empire, or in Europe, Russia, Iran, or India. 

Correspondingly, the musical practices of Ottoman communities were not natural expressions of 

climate, territory, language or national character, but localized accretions of disparate elements that 

were synthesized and developed through long periods of interaction with other linguistic, ethnic and 

religious groups.  

The point here is not to offer a positivistic critique of Rousseau’s speculative genealogy of language 

and music, but rather to highlight its historical and cultural specificity, or the way in which it reflects, 

as Rousseau says, ‘the penchant we have of relating everything to our [own] practices’.131 To understand 

the Enlightenment as an aspect of global history is not simply to expand its geographical scope, but to 

attend to the circulations, connections and entanglements – what Conrad calls the ‘conditions of 

globality’ – that precipitated projects of intellectual, cultural and political reform.132 Just as the 

conditions of globality altered the ways in which Europeans made sense of the world, people elsewhere 

responded to these conditions according to the exigencies of their own local environments. These were 

not homogenous, timeless cultures that were insulated from change before contact with Europe, but 

dynamic historical formations that were already connected to other peoples and places. However, while 

 
129 Ibid., 297.  
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid., 312. 
132 Conrad, ‘Enlightenment’, 1010. 
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the Enlightenment was shaped by older and newer connections at both local and global levels, it also 

gave birth to ideas which, articulated by philosophes in Paris as well as reformers in Istanbul, Calcutta, 

or Tokyo, came to obscure such connections by propagating the sovereignty and uniformity of national 

languages and musics. In this sense, texts such as Erazhshtut‘iwn occupy a pivotal position, bearing 

witness to deep-rooted entanglements and far-reaching synchronicities, but also containing the seeds of 

a worldview which strives to confine histories of music within national or civilisational borders.  

Soon after the publication of his Dissertation sur la musique moderne, a reformist tract comparable in 

its aims to Erazhshtut‘iwn, Rousseau left Paris to take up his secretarial post in Venice. To northerners 

like Rousseau, La Serenissima was an enchanting southern locale, overflowing with warmth, vitality 

and melody. It was also the gateway to the East, a bustling marketplace, a cosmopolitan city of 

ambassadors, dragomans, merchants and missionaries, where dozens of different languages were 

spoken and read. At the same time, these qualities made it a symbol of corruption, a Tower of Babel 

and a once noble republic that had succumbed to luxury and decadence. Although it seems unlikely that 

Rousseau visited San Lazzaro, he does mention that while in Venice he met ‘an Armenian, a man of 

intelligence, who had never heard any Music’.133 The point of the anecdote that follows is to 

demonstrate the superiority of Italian over French music to the untutored ear. The parochialism that led 

Rousseau to assume that a ‘Music’ worthy of the name did not exist beyond his own small corner of the 

globe is perhaps unrepresentative of his mature philosophical views. If, however, having observed the 

Armenian’s reactions to a concert of French and Italian arias, he then asked him to sing a song in his 

own tongue, one hopes that the future author of the Dictionnaire de musique would have appreciated 

the close relationship between words, affect and melody that is necessarily a feature of monophonic 

vocal music. He might have been dismayed, though, if the man had chosen to sing something not in 

Armenian, but in Turkish, Persian, or some other language. But then again, so might Abbot Mkhit‘ar, 

secluded in an island monastery across the water from the theatres and salons of Venice, toiling away 

on his own dictionary. 

Conclusion 

Coinciding with the unprecedented growth of European power through imperial conquest and economic 

expansion, the Enlightenment is closely bound up with both coloniality and modernity. While the idea 

of the Enlightenment as the product of a uniquely European propensity for rational thought or 

democratic politics may still hold sway in some quarters, such triumphalist narratives have been called 

into question by alternative approaches that emphasize its global and colonial contexts. As in other areas 

of human knowledge, discourses about music in eighteenth-century Europe were shaped by an increased 

awareness of other cultures. Non-Europeans were also represented on stage and in musical works 

 
133 Rousseau, ‘Letter on French Music’, 152. See also Danick Trottier, ‘L’Arménien de Venise: validation 
sémiologique ou ethnomusicologique ?’, in Dauphin, Musique et langage, 93–9. 
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through exoticist and orientalist stereotypes and appropriations. These practices contributed to an 

emerging sense of Europe as the pinnacle of civilizational development and the yardstick of universal 

norms. More broadly, the Enlightenment has been seen by its critics as a key component of the 

dehumanizing aspects of modernity that resulted not just in colonialist oppression but also twentieth-

century totalitarianism. 

However, the notion of the Enlightenment as synonymous with western hegemony ignores the fact that 

its ideals have been creatively adopted for a variety of purposes by individuals and social groups across 

the globe. To be sure, paying attention to such processes does not necessarily avoid the historiographic 

and moral problems raised by critics of the Enlightenment. A figure like Bzhshkean might be seen 

simply as another lettered elite who attempted to impose modern, rationalist ideals on ordinary people 

through powerful institutions and technologies commanded by capitalist patrons, leading eventually to 

the emergence of exclusionary discourses of national identity. But like its celebratory variant, which 

sees the Mekhitarist revival as a catalyst for national emancipation and the attainment of a universal 

(western) modernity, this would efface all of the internal complexities in the reception of the 

Enlightenment both amongst Armenian intellectuals and elsewhere. Indeed, it would be just as reductive 

as portraying Rousseau or other philosophes either as mere mouthpieces for European colonialism or 

as avatars of an innate western superiority. At the very least, then, if it is crucial to remember that the 

Enlightenment encompassed a wide variety of intellectual and political projects, the inclusion of non-

European sources and voices should demonstrate that this variety was also globally widespread. In other 

words, thinking about the Enlightenment as a global historical process does not just offer an expanded 

geographical scope, but contributes to a more diverse understanding of what the Enlightenment could 

mean for its many proponents.  

The idea that the Enlightenment – or modernity – was constituted through interactions between Europe 

and the rest of the world is by now a familiar one. Yet the great majority of scholarship continues to 

focus only on the European side of this process. In this article, I have attempted to provide an alternative 

perspective by foregrounding the production of Enlightenment discourse by a non-European subject in 

relation to local musical practices. Rather than assuming a stark divide between Europe and the rest of 

the world – in which the Enlightenment, for good or for ill, is understood as an essentially ‘western’ 

project – I suggest that the conceptual framework of ‘connected’ history may offer a more useful 

approach. If Rousseau’s sartorial habits or his ideas about music and language were shaped by increased 

global connections during the eighteenth century, this is equally true of Bzhshkean’s peripatetic career 

or his treatise on notational reform. My aim has therefore been not simply to provide an analysis of an 

unfamiliar non-European text, but to reconceptualize the relationship between Europe and other places 

as mutually constitutive. The Enlightenment may have been created through the expansion of western 

colonial, economic, and epistemic regimes, but it is also necessary to understand how it was 
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appropriated, reinvented, and critiqued by a variety of non-European actors – and, most importantly, 

how these processes were connected. 


